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With the liberalization of the Chinese life insurance sector after 1978, heavily 
aggressive "American" marketing models were introduced by Chinese life insurance 
companies, including the recruitment of large numbers of life insurance agents. 
Although successful life insurance agents are very well paid, the majority experience 
low sales and emotional difficulties, leading to high drop out rates. This thesis 
explains how and why the job of a life insurance agent is so problematic by using 
perspectives from the sociology of work, including the use of theories of alienation, 
and sociology of emotions.
Based on a comprehensive study on life insurance agents in Xiamen in 2006 
involving 20 interviews and a survey, the research for this thesis found that there are 
several factors contributing to the high degree of stress and unhappiness among life 
insurance agents. Firstly, high sales targets and frequent rejections because of social 
resistance often make life insurance feel frustrated. Secondly, life insurance 
companies ask their agents to be very aggressive in achieving high sales targets by 
utilizing their own personal family and friendship networks, and this brings heavy 
social and emotional costs to many agents. Thirdly, because of its unique working 
ideology, life insurance agents' work has a tendency to blur the boundary of life and 
work, and thus the ethics of work and life are often conflicted. This study will 
investigate these factors with special focus on the life insurance agents' emotions and 
related relationships and structures embedded in their work. Furthermore, the thesis 
vi
will study life insurance agents' coping strategies to their emotional ambivalence
during and after work.
This thesis argues that life insurance agents' emotional ambivalence and coping 
strategies reflect rapid social, cultural and economic change in China's transition from 
a planned to a more liberalized economy. This thesis concludes that ironically, the 
most successful life insurance agents must effectively master "emotional alienation", 
even though it brings heavy emotional costs and damages their interpersonal 
relationship and social acceptance.
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1Chapter One: Introduction
“The old occupations, at least most of them, were unthinkable without a 
passionate involvement… … Each occupation had created its own 
mentality, its own way of being… … Today we’re all alike, all of us 
bound together by our shared apathy toward our work. That very apathy 
has become a passion.” (Kundera, Milan 1998:81-82)
One Life Insurance Agent’s Story
Before Ms. X1 became a life insurance agent, she had been a full-time housewife. A
friend who was working for a life insurance company invited her to attend a life 
insurance lecture. In that lecture, Ms. X was inspired by the good outlook of life 
insurance described by some of its sophisticated agents, and hence she decided to be
an agent. However, at first she did not tell her husband this idea, since she knew her 
husband did not like life insurance and the agents. 
    Initially, Ms. X felt very excited when she received the formal training at the
life insurance company. At first, she thought that she learned a lot of new knowledge 
and new ideas in business community. Nonetheless, she quickly found that the job 
was not easy. Her manager always asked her to sell life insurance to her friends or 
relatives, but she would not like to do so, as she was afraid that it would hurt the close 
relationship with them. In addition, she would feel very awkward, if those people 
refused her. So she tried to sell life insurance to strangers, but she felt very frustrated 
with the high rejection rate and disrespected attitude of the potential clients. As a 
                                                       
1 In order to protect my respondents, I will not reveal their real names in my thesis.
2result, under the pressure of sales task for every month, Ms. X had to turn to one of 
her good friends. Finally, she successfully sold her first policy to this friend, although 
she experienced some embarrassment during the process.
It seemed that Ms. X got used quickly to selling life insurance to friends and 
relatives, and thus she gradually grew to become a full-time ‘superstar’agent of the 
life insurance company within a short time. While she earned much money in this 
industry, she also experienced many difficulties: firstly, Ms. X’s work estranged her 
from relatives and friends, and she found these relatives and friends who had 
purchased her policies were not as friendly as before. Secondly, her husband
complained that Ms. X should not take this job, since it not only occupied much 
needed time that could have been devoted to looking after the family, but also because 
the low reputation of this profession made him feel ashamed. Finally, Ms. X’s son 
also complained that she did not care about him and the family anymore, and her son 
thought, in Ms. X’eyes, life insurance was the most important thing rather than the 
family and him. 
The problems that Ms. X encountered are not unusual to most life insurance 
agents in China. Indeed, many life insurance agents always faced negative feedback 
on their job from others. According to my fieldwork for this thesis, the trainers of the 
company told the agents not to care about these “ignorant people”, but sometimes the 
agents could not disregard the feedback, especially when the feedback came from 
their family members and good friends. This thesis will focus on the emotional 
3ambivalence2 existing in life insurance agents’job, and explore how life insurance 
agents cope with them.
Work and Life
In pre-industrial society, people generally worked at home. But for an industrial 
society, the location of work is shifted from home to factory (Berger 1964). This shift 
results in the separation of work and life. A central feature of the industrial society is 
“Taylorism”which “aims to eliminate worker initiative in the production process”
(Turner 2006: 623). Because this scientific management philosophy exaggerates the 
role of ‘science’in working and overlooks emotions of workers, it is often criticized 
as de-humanizing. 
Although Taylorism’s standardization and routinization are also characteristic 
of the work of life insurance agents, the above criticism may not be applied in life 
insurance industry, since the life insurance agents’work can be seen as a hybrid of 
Taylorism3 and emotional labor. On the one hand, based on Frederick W. Taylor’s 
ideas (Taylor 1934), Taylorism tries to divide one certain job into different and small 
steps, and develop related skills and detailed instructions for every step 
(Schermerhorn 1992). In life insurance industry, the agents are taught on how to act in 
every small stage of the standard work process as developed by the life insurers. In 
other words, standardization and routinization, associated often with “dehumanization”
of labor, become a characteristic of life insurance agents’work (Leidner 1993). On the 
                                                       
2 In chapter four, I will discuss the key term “emotional ambivalence”in detail.
3 The difference may be that, life insurance agents generally are asked to master all processes of work, while other 
industries who adopt Taylorism just ask their workers to excel in one or two working procedures.
4other hand, the life insurance agents’job also can be regarded as emotional labor. To 
Hochschild, because service workers have to deal with other people, emotional labor 
means “the management of feeling to create a publicly observable facial and bodily 
display”(Hochschild 2003[1983]:7). Thus, life insurance agents are required to show 
(potential) customers proper emotions such as patience, friendliness, professionalism, 
consideration, and honesty; furthermore, they also need to handle various kinds of 
emotional ambivalence caused by their work.  
In China’s economic transition, Chinese life insurance agents are facing a very
aggressive work ideology where “embedding insurance into life, and embedding life 
into insurance”(保险生活化，生活保险化) is required of the agents. Compared with 
the situation of separating work from life, it seems that this ideology should be ‘ideal’, 
since integrating work and life may make the agents feel greater flexibility and 
autonomy in work. However, those agents committed to this work ideology are 
experiencing a series of emotional ambivalence because of their work. This thesis will 
investigate life insurance agents’work in China’s context, and focus on how their
work results in emotional ambivalence, and how life insurance agents cope with the 
ambivalence. In order to understand these questions better, it is necessary to introduce 
the background information of Chinese life insurance industry first. 
Research Background
Life Insurance during the Mao Era
5     When Mao Zedong and his colleagues founded the People’s Republic of China, 
they excluded market forces from economic system, and adopted state socialism 
which was characterized by its redistributive mechanisms in various social, economic 
and political resources. From 1949 to 1953, all foreign life insurance companies in 
China had to exit from the Chinese market because of political pressure, and 
meanwhile, the Chinese government decided to close most personal life insurance 
businesses. As a result, prior to Chinese economic reform in 1978, the commercial life 
insurance in China was very limited, 4 since the government provided social security
in other ways. In the urban areas, the work unit (danwei) 5as the basic cell of Chinese 
urban society played important roles in social administration and social control 
(Oberschall, 1996; Walder, 1986). Most people in urban China would be assigned one 
danwei when he or she reached the minimum working age. However, the workers or 
employees could not change their jobs without the permission of the danwei they 
worked (Madsen, 1984). In most cases, the danwei not only determined the path of 
one’s career, but also controlled the provision of public goods such as housing, 
schooling and health care. Thus it is understandable that, in the Mao era, the danwei
rather than market provided labor insurance and social relief to individuals. In the 
rural areas, the society was organized along a different line. The hukou6 (household 
registration) system strictly differentiated the urban and rural residential groups, and it 
                                                       
4 In 1949, Chinese Communist Party founded People's Insurance Company of China, but compulsory insurances 
and property insurances rather than the life insurance were this company’s core business. In addition, some foreign 
and domestic insurers in the Guo Min Dang period remained in new China until 1952. After 1952, all foreign 
insurers quitted from Chinese market, and all of the domestic insurers ceased to provide Chinese people life 
insurance. However, some domestic insurers such as The China Pacific Insurance Company were allowed to 
develop foreign life insurance market. For the history, please see Chinese Insurance Industry: from 1805 to2005. 
5 For more discussion about danwei, please refers to Yanjie Bian (1994), Hanlin Li et al. (1996), Xiaogang, Wu 
(2002).
6 For a complete introduction of Chinese hukou system, please see Cheng Tiejun & Mark Selden (1994). 
6limited the mobility of population from countryside to city, and also provided one 
standard for allocating various resources between urban people and rural people. As a 
result, rural people during Mao’s era could not enjoy various benefits in cities due to 
the limit of hukou, but they could get some basic life resources from the People’s 
Commune7 which merged political, economic and social functions within a single 
organization. The People’s Commune was central to Chinese peasants’lives from 
1958 to 1978. Under its three administrative levels: production team (shengchan 
xiaozu), units of production team (Shengchan dadui) and commune (gongshe), the 
People’s Commune provided peasants various welfare and emergency relief. 
Life Insurance after Chinese Economic Reform
     As narrated above, in the Mao Zedong era, both urban China and rural China 
did not need life insurance, because danwei and the People’s Commune provided 
people social security such as health care and relief when necessary. However, along 
with the onset of Chinese economic reform in post-Mao China, danwei in the urban 
areas gradually lost its role in social administration and relief, and the “contract 
responsibility system” in the rural areas also replaces the People’s communes8. In this 
process of economic transition from planned economy to market economy, Chinese 
government decided to resume personal life insurance business in China, but it is 
important to note that the social welfare of the Mao Zedong era also made the idea of 
life insurance as a business non existent in the first days of transitional phase.
                                                       
7 For the summary and evaluation of the People’s Commune, please see Greg O’Leary & Andrew Watson 
(1982-1983), Vivienne Shue (1984). 
8 In 1982, Chinese government decided to discontinue the People’s commune in rural China.
7During the early stage of economic reform after 1978, Chinese insurance 
companies operated property insurance business as well as life insurance, but the 
scale of life insurance increased very slowly due to historical, cultural and 
administrative reasons. After 1988, China started to encourage “divided operation”in 
insurance industry, and gradually prohibited the “mixed operation”of life insurance 
and property insurance within one insurer.9 From 1978 to 1998, the Central Bank of 
China managed the insurance industry. In 1998, Chinese government founded China 
Insurance Regulatory Commission (CIRC) as the sole administrative institution for 
Chinese insurance industry. In addition, some independent and big life insurance 
companies were founded successively in the 1990s. For example, in 1996, New China 
Life Insurance Company and Tai Kang Life Insurance Company were founded; at the 
same year, People's Insurance Company of China, the biggest insurer in China, split 
into three independent insurers: one for property and casualty, one for reinsurance, 
and one for life (China Life Insurance Company), and the China Life Insurance
Company immediately becomes the biggest life insurer in China. In 2001, The China 
Pacific Life Insurance Company was founded, and in 2002, Ping An Life Insurance 
Company of China was founded. The above five life insurance companies are the 
main life insurers in China today.10
At the same time, some foreign life insurance companies also started to enter 
Chinese life insurance market, but their share in Chinese market has been very limited 
                                                       
9 Please see The Insurance Institute of China, and Editorial Committee of “The History of Chinese Insurance”. 
1998. The History of Chinese History. Beijing: China Financial Publishing House.
10 Please see The Insurance Institute of China, and China Insurance News (Eds.). 2005. Bicentenary Chinese 
Insurance: 1905-2005. Beijing: The Contemporary World Publishing Home.
8until recently. In 1992, American International Assurance Company Limited (AIA) 
firstly got Chinese government’s permission to start its life insurance business in 
China. AIA only could develop its business in Shanghai at the time because of 
Chinese government’s limitation.11 For the similar reason, many foreign investors
had to adopt the Sino-foreign joint-venture form to participate in the competition in 
Chinese life insurance market. What’s more, some big life insurers, like China Life 
Insurance Company, start to raise money on the foreign capital markets. 
Chart 1.1 Total Premium of Chinese Life Insurance Industry, 1999-2005, million 
Yuan
   
Year 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Premium 87,895 99,000 142,400 227,400 301,100 319,400 364,622
Source: Re-compiled the data from China Statistical Yearbook of 2000-2006
With the number of life insurance companies increased to 41 in 2005 from 9 in 
1999, 12 Chinese life insurance market earning also increased by 315% during 6 years. 
Chart 1.1 shows the increasing trend of premium of life insurance companies in China 
                                                       
11 Ibid.
12 The data come from Chinese Insurance Yearbook of 2000 and 2006. According to the statistics of CIRC 
(http://www.circ.gov.cn/portal0/default466.htm), up to August 2007, the number of life insurance companies in 

















9from 1999 to 2005. 
Life Insurance Agents during China’s Economic Transition 
The system of life insurance agent was introduced into mainland China by 
American International Assurance Company Limited (AIA) in 1992; and because of 
its expansion in the life insurance market, it rapidly became the dominant marketing 
method in Chinese life insurance companies. In the 1990s, in order to improve sales 
performance, Ping An life insurance company initiated the “human wave tactics”(人
海战术)13 in Chinese life insurance industry, and later many life insurers followed the 
strategy of Ping An. As a result, the life insurance industry sees an overwhelming
increase in the number of sales agents. From 1999 to 2005, the annual increase rate of 
Chinese life insurance agents in number was up to 30%.14 Currently, the national 
sales force in Chinese life insurance industry is estimated at more than 1 million.15
Although many people have entered in this industry, the profession of life insurance 
agents is not regarded as a good job because of the work stress and the low income.
The drop-out rate in this industry also is very high. In a survey conducted by 
department of sociology of Shenzhen University et al, in 1999, among 100 kinds of 
professions in Shenzhen, the reputation of life insurance agents ranked the 90th (Guiru 
Li 2000), close to the girls who provided escort service (prostitutes). In another 
large-scale professional reputation survey conducted by Chunling Li (2005), the 
                                                       
13 In its essence, human wave tactics believes that the large number of agents is the key to the success in the 
industry, so it requires life insurers to recruit agents from the society in various ways. Increasing the number of the 
agents is the first consideration when adopting this strategy.
14 The number is from my calculation of the data of Chinese Insurance Yearbook from 2000 to 2006.
15 Stephan Binder, Tab Bowers, and Winston Yung in “Selling Life Insurance to China,”The McKinsey Quarterly: 
China Today, 2005 Special Edition: 83-7.
10
professional reputation of Chinese life insurance agents is also very low. There are at 
least three reasons which contribute to life insurance agents’ low reputation: firstly, all 
life insurance agents are taught to use some aggressive marketing techniques such as 
badgering possible customers until they buy life insurance, and these marketing 
techniques tend to annoy customers. Secondly, many life insurance agents often abuse 
interpersonal relationship during work, and in some cases, they even cheat those 
people who have trusted them. Thirdly, because of human wave tactics, life insurers 
just set a very low level for the profession. At the same time, these companies do not 
attach much importance to construct the agents’ professionalism. They only focus on 
the agents’ sales performance. 
For the above reasons, one can find social resistance to life insurance agents in 
China, and thus it is understandable that Chinese life insurance agents always 
experience emotional ambivalence such as frustration because of rejections and 
contempt due to their low reputation. By studying the situation of life insurance 
agents in Xiamen, this thesis will explore Chinese life insurance agents’ work process 
and the patterns of emotional ambivalence the agents experienced, and also it will 
investigate various coping strategies to different kinds of emotional ambivalence. 
Literature Review
The Existing Study on Life Insurance Agents
Partly because the occupation of life insurance agent only has a very short 
11
history16, the study of life insurance agents is not abundant in post-reform China. 
Table 1.1 shows that there are only 92 academic papers concerning life insurance 
agents published on Chinese academic journals from 1994 to 2006. These articles
focuses mainly on the issues of governance and supervision of life insurance agents, 
reports of excellent agents, life insurance agents’ system construction and revision, 
juristic issue related life insurance agents, and life insurers’ management on the 
agents. Most Chinese scholars take life insurance agents as a management or juristic 
topic, and no efforts has been undertook to study life insurance agents’ work and 
emotions from a sociological perspective. Although life insurance and the sales agents 
has penetrated into Chinese economic transition and people’s daily lives, few Chinese 
sociologists show any interest to the topic of life insurance agents. 
Table 1.1 Academic Papers concerning Life Insurance Agents in
China Journal Full-text Database17, 1994-2006







Governance and supervision (outer) 18 19.6%
Reports of excellent agents 17 18.5%
System construction and revision 13 14.1%
Related juristic issues 11 12.0%
Training, assessment and prompting (inner management) 10 10.9%
Agents and life insurance market 7 7.6%
Moral hazard, obligation and honesty issues 7 7.6%
Existing Problems and solutions 7 7.6%
Foreign experience and situation 2 2.1%
Total 92 100%
                                                       
16 For a longer history of Chinese life insurance, please refer to The Insurance Institute of China (1998; 2005).
17 China Journal Full-text Database (http://www.cnki.net/index.htm) is the biggest Chinese online academic 
resource in the world. It covers about 5, 300 Chinese academic journals, and includes over 6,000,000 academic 
papers. I checked the updated website on November 23, 2006. 
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In the United States, the profession of life insurance agents has developed for 
about two hundred years, but academic work focusing on life insurance agents from a 
sociological perspective has remained limited. However, most of these works are 
noticeable.
Some studies provided us with the means to make a comparative study between 
American and Chinese life insurance agents. For example, Robin Leidner (1993) 
observed the work of life insurance agents in America. She found the life insurers use 
various emotional training programs to help the agents in dealing with frustration due 
to the high rejection rate, and in order to work effectively, the agents release to their 
company the right of reshaping selves according to their own discretion. In addition, 
Guy Oakes (1990a) also discussed the situation of the sales agents’exploitation of 
friendship for commercial purposes, and he assessed that “the sales process debases 
friendships it employs by translating them into commercial relationships”(p.107). 
Indeed, we can find similar cases or situation in Chinese life insurance industry, 
although there may be some subtle differences. 
Some sociologists focused instead on institutional dilemmas embedded in the 
phenomenon of life insurance agents and their work. Biģģart (1989) analyzed the 
work’s influence on life insurance agents’family and social relationships. Oakes 
(1990b) argued that the wide existence of the immoral agent reflects some ethical 
contradictions in late capitalism. The agent has to deal with the dilemma between 
making sales (self interest) and providing service (customer benefit). Nonetheless, this 
dilemma can be relieved but can not be resolved by the efforts of insurers and the 
13
agents. Similarly, Zelizer (1978) also pointed out that life insurance agents faced an 
institutional dilemma between commercialism and altruism, and this dilemma results 
in the low occupational prestige of the agents. 
The other significant study which focused on Chinese life insurance agents was 
done by Chan (2004). In “Making Insurance a Way of Life in China”, the author used 
a cultural sociological framework to explain the phenomenon of the emerging life 
insurance market in China. In another paper, based on the situation of life insurance 
agents in Shanghai, Chan (2007) implied that the institutional dilemmas of 
commercial life insurance (such as Zelizer’s (1978) commercialism-altruism dilemma) 
caused the agents’“ideological work”, which means desired psychological attitude 
that is conductive to sales productivity. 
Although the above research noticed life insurance agents’dilemmas and 
difficulties in their work, few of them studied how life insurance agents deal with 
these dilemmas and difficulties. In addition, few studies had a detailed analysis on the 
emotional aspect of life insurance agents’work. Furthermore, the consequences
brought by the work on life insurance agents were not fully investigated as well.
Study of Emotions at Work
The role of emotions in the workplace is important (Fox and Spector 2002).
Ever since Hochschild (2003[1983]) identified emotions as a necessity in air 
stewardess’work, there has been abundant studies of emotions in other professions,
focusing on an emotional management perspective. More researchers recognized the 
14
importance of emotions in work (Fisher and Ashkanasy 2000; Lord and Kanfer 2002). 
Earlier, Hochschild formally introduced the concept of emotional work into sociology. 
This term refers to “the act of evoking or shaping, as well as suppressing, feeling in 
oneself” (Hochschild 1979:561). Following the study done by Hochschild, one 
notable paradigm regarding emotional analysis in workplace has been emerging in 
recent theories (Hochschild 1979, 2003[1983]; Wharton 1993; Morris and Feldman 
1996; Fineman 2000; Lord et al 2002; Diefendorff and Gosserand 2004) and 
empirical studies about the emotional labor in professions such as call centre workers 
(Derry and Kinnie 2002; Callaghan and Thompson, 2002; Korczynski, 2003), sales 
agents (Martin, Joanne et al 1998) and frontline service agents (Ashforth and Tomiuk 
2000). The main themes included in this paradigm are emotional labour process, 
emotional rules and conflict, emotional management/control, gender difference and 
inequality, and job burnout (Maslach and Schaufeli 2001) or other consequence 
caused by work. 
However, the above paradigm can not be fully applied to life insurance agents’
work, because life insurance agents’work is different from the emotional labor 
existing in other service sectors. Compared with those service sectors, where service 
providers are always waiting for the potential customers approaching them, life 
insurance industry relies instead on their agents’efforts to explore potential customers 
and persuade them to buy the service. Although life insurance agents need to display
patience and honesty when dealing with their potential customers, this is not a 
mandatory requirement by life insurance companies. In other words, it is difficult to 
15
identify these emotions as a necessary part of life insurance agents’work. In fact, 
emotionality in life insurance agents’work lies in the fact that the agents need to 
make use of their pre-existing or newly constructed relationships in transactions. This 
brings life insurance agents a series of emotional ambivalence, while life insurers and 
their agents try to cope with. According to Brotheridge (2002: 18), life insurance 
agents’work could be categorized as “employee-focused emotional labor” which 
refers to “employee process or experience of managing emotions and expressions to 
meet work demands”. For those working titles related with service jobs, Brotheridge 
call them “job-focused emotional labor”, since the work itself requires frequent 
interactions with customers with a high level of emotional demands.
According to Hochschild (1979, 2003[1983]), emotional labour involves two 
processes: surface acting and deep acting (also see Zapf 2002). The former denotes 
that employees just try to manage their outer emotional expression at work; and the 
latter refers to one kind of effort or an in-depth process which tries to adjust/change 
internal thoughts and emotions to be consistent with the outer emotional expressions 
regulated by organizational display rules. As for the emotional ambivalence, they can 
be categorized as inauthenticity (Erickson and Ritter 2001) emotional dissonance
(Morris and Feldman 1996) and emotional exhaustion (Maslach and Schaufeli 2001). 
The possible influencing factors include “frequency of appropriate emotional display; 
attentiveness to required rules; variety of emotions required to be displayed”(Morris 
and Feldman 1996) and “difference between display rules and feeling rules”. Turner 
and Stets (2006) identified two kinds of strategies which are often used in coping with 
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emotions at work: behavioral strategy and cognitive strategy. They pointed out that, in 
different theories on emotions, their behavioral strategy and cognitive strategy have 
different contents and formats. Stets and Tsushima (2001) found that, the actors’
identities influenced their coping strategies towards emotions. For example, in worker 
role (role-based identity), people use behavioral strategies more, and in family 
(group-based identity), people use expressive and cognitive strategies more. In my 
analysis of Chinese life insurance agents, I will show that life insurance agents are 
performing both surface and deep acting during work, and they try to combine 
behavioral strategies with cognitive strategies when coping with emotional 
ambivalence.
Tuner and Stets (2005; 2006) summarized five sociological perspectives on 
studies of human emotions: (1) dramaturgical theories, (2) symbolic interactionist 
theories, (3) interaction ritual theories, (4) power-status theories, and (5) exchange 
theories.18 I argue that to study life insurance agents’work, all the five theoretical 
perspectives are useful. For example, dramaturgical theories have good explaining
ability when identifying culture’s influence on agents’behavior and emotions at work, 
and power-status theories can explain life insurance agents’low professional prestige 
in the society. Indeed, this thesis uses these five perspectives to some extent when it 
comes to examining different forms of emotional ambivalence and coping strategies. 
                                                       
18 According to Turner and Stets (2005; 2006), dramaturgical theories emphasize the importance of cultural scripts 
in the dramatic presentations and strategic actions occurred in some certain situations. Symbolic interactionist 
theories believe that self and identity are the central dynamics of emotional incentives. Interaction ritual theories 
assume that individuals always try to maximize and increase their emotional energy and cultural capital in 
situations. Power and status theories argue that power, status and expectation play significant roles in emotional 
arousal. Exchange theories regard individuals as rational beings which are affected by their rewards and costs in 
encounters.
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In all, life insurance agents’work can be seen as a kind of exchange process that 
results in a series of emotional outcome. In this process, the payoff and cost will be 
fully investigated from the perspective of life insurance agents. 
Alienation Theory
     Another important concept is “alienation”. For Marx (1963 [1844]: 124-130), 
alienation means estrangement from one’s self: workers in capitalistic system lose 
control over the product of their labor, and become alienated from the production
process because of the division of labor. Following Marx’s alienation theory, Lukâacs
(1971) pointed out that human being is gradually materialized in the commercialized 
process of human society. Lukâacs argued that there is an accumulating tendency 
which constantly and gradually eliminates workers’uniqueness and personality.
Herbert Marcuse (1964) asserted that the reason for this tendency is modern 
technology which makes workers become “one-dimensional man”. Similarly, Whyte
(1957) used the term “organization man”to describe the over-conformity with work 
ideology among employees or workers who were supposed to be inferior to groups. In 
general, the alienation theories above define alienation as one objective status which 
mainly derived from nature of work in industrial society. However, it is important to 
note that there is one critical transformation in post-industrial society, i.e., from the 
passive working behavioral model to relatively active behavioral model such as the 
emotional work in service sector nowadays.
Different from Marxist approach, Weber (1947) provided another perspective 
18
on alienation: based on “bureaucratization”, although Weber had also focused on the 
depersonalization result, he attributed this result to the formal rationality’s unlimited 
expansion and erosion into personal life and the society. Wolfgang J. Mommsen made 
a comparison between Marx and Weber on their alienation theories:
Max Weber was just as concerned as Marx was with the inhuman 
consequence of modern industrial capitalism. Yet he did not conceive 
them primarily in terms of the objectively (or possibly only subjectively) 
depressed social condition of the working classes and of their deprivation 
of the means of production; rather, he had in mind the inhuman 
tendencies of the social institutions created by capitalism. Capitalism 
depended more or less on formal rationality in all spheres of social life.
(1974:56-57)
Seeman (1957; 1975) integrated Marx’s and Weber’s perspectives. Seeman 
developed a multi-dimension definition for alienation, and he identified alienation’s 
six dimensions: powerlessness, meaninglessness, normlessness, cultural estrangement, 
self-estrangement and social isolation, respectively. Seeman’s emphasis on 
powerlessness and self-estrangement in alienation seem most consistent with Marx’s 
alienation theory (Scott, 2003: 328), and from meaninglessness and social isolation, 
one also can find Weber’s influence on Seeman’s alienation theory. What Seeman had 
done for alienation theories is developing a clear typology of alienation.19
I agree that Seeman’s approach is useful and alienation should be understood as 
“a general syndrome made up of a number of different objective conditions and 
subjective feeling-states”(Blauner 1964: 15), but in this thesis I will mainly focus on 
the alienation’s emotional dimension of Chinese life insurance agents. I will suggest 
                                                       
19 In Seeman (1975:91) own words, his work should be seen as “a confirmation of sorts”of alienation.
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using emotional alienation to describe the influence of life insurance agents’work on 
themselves. 
Research Question
Based on the above discussion and literature review, I want to propose the 
following research question in my thesis:
What kinds of emotional ambivalence do life insurance agents experience at 
work and after work? How do they cope with these emotional ambivalence?
In particular, this thesis addresses the following questions: How does the 
excessive use of guanxi in business influence the agents’ social relationship and 
emotions? How does the aggressive work ideology of “embedding insurance into life; 
embedding life into insurance” influence life insurance agents’ work and personal life? 
How does China’s social and economic transition affect life insurance agents’ coping 
strategies to their emotional difficulties caused by work? And are these coping 
strategies effective? 
The next section will briefly introduce this thesis’s structural arrangement for 
the above research question.
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Overview of the Thesis
The next chapters are as follows: Chapter 2 introduces the fieldwork place and 
methodology applied to the thesis. Chapter 3 firstly discusses life insurance agents’
structure and organizational management, and then focuses on their training and work 
process. This chapter serves as an important preparation for the analysis of life 
insurance agents’emotional ambivalence in Chapter 4. By revealing the exchange 
processes and cultural conflicts embedded in life insurance agents’work, Chapter 4 
explores the typology of emotional ambivalence experienced by life insurance agents 
at work. Chapter 5 examines various coping strategies to these emotional ambivalence.
As the conclusion part, Chapter 6 summarizes the main findings in my thesis, and it 
further discusses sociological consequence of life insurance agents’work in the
alienation theory. 
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Chapter Two: Research Methodology
Downey and Ireland said, “Methodologies are neither appropriate nor inappropriate
until they are applied to a specific research problem” (1979:630). My research 
question has two parts: one is what kinds of emotional ambivalence life insurance 
agents experience at work and after work; the other is how life insurance agents cope 
with emotional ambivalence. In order to explore my research question better, I used 
both qualitative and quantitative methods in my thesis research. Qualitative methods 
and quantitative methods excel in different aspects in terms of getting different kinds 
of data. Generally speaking, the former is more helpful when researchers need to get 
deep data, and the latter is more useful in terms of getting wide data about the 
research object. Thus the proper use of the two different methods can help me to get a 
more detail picture about life insurance agents’work, and with the deep and wide data 
collected by the two different kinds of methods, I can propose more convincing 
arguments. Before I discuss what qualitative and quantitative methods’roles are in 
my study, I will introduce my fieldwork site first.
Case Study: Xiamen
Xiamen was chosen as the case study for the following reasons: 
Xiamen, which is located on the southeast coast of China, is one of the four 
special economic zones of China. According to Park, “special economic zone can be 
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said to possess an economic system in a period of transition from socialism (the 
planned economy) to capitalism (the market economy)”(1997: 28); in other words,
they are exploring an acceptable capitalist way for socialist China. Generally, special 
economic zones are allowed to introduce foreign capitals, advanced technologies, 
management methods and new industries prior to other areas in China (Park 1997), 
and in a way, they are doing some experiments for China’s economic and social 
transformations. Thus one can expect that many new problems in special economic 
zones. In Xiamen, life insurance industry developed very quickly after 1978. 
The life insurance industry in Xiamen is growing in terms of the market size 
and the number of life insurance agents, and this situation is similar to life insurance 
business in China as a whole. Compared to Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, 
Xiamen’s life insurance market is just on the threshold of welcoming joint-venture or 
foreign life insurers20, but her case is what many other cities will have to face because 
of the WTO agreement21. Xiamen hence should be representative in this sense. 
The five biggest life insurance companies in China at present are: China Life 
Insurance Company Limited; Ping An Insurance (Group) Company of China, Ltd 
Company; China Pacific Insurance (Group) Co., Ltd; Taikang Life; New China Life. 
All of them are state-owned and have branches in Xiamen. In Xiamen, all five 
companies have similar agent system and management method which are mainly 
introduced from AIA.
                                                       
20 In 2006, “Aviva-Cofco Life Insurance” (Zhong-Ying Renshou) started business in Xiamen as the first
Sino-foreign joint-venture life insurer of the city. Before that, all life insurance companies in Xiamen were fully 
controlled by the state.
21 According to the WTO agreement between China and other WTO member states, China must gradually open its 
nationwide life insurance market within a few years.
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Qualitative Research
I chose to use qualitative research because it can provide rich, holistic and vivid 
(but not always necessarily real) picture of our research object (Miles 1979). However, 
one biggest drawback hidden in most qualitative data is that the explanations and 
analysis based on them might be distorted because of the researchers’“expectation”
and “selection”in collecting and interpreting data. In other words, researchers need to 
make sure their findings are grounded and undeniable (reliability problem). Keeping 
all of these points in mind, and considering the characteristics of life insurance agents’
work and the experience in similar studies, I decided to use qualitative methods of 
ethnography, case study, formal interview and storytelling in my fieldwork. 
Ethnography
     Ethnography is one common method used in many qualitative studies. As my 
thesis focuses on life insurance agents’emotional ambivalence and coping strategies, 
understanding the agents from their point of view is necessary and important for my 
research. Ethnography’s aim is “the work of describing a culture from the native 
point of view”(Spradley 1979:3). Here, I adopt Harris’s concept of culture which 
refers to “behavioral patterns associated with particular groups of people”(1968: 16). 




Participant observation is one common strategy used in ethnographic study, and 
it is suitable for “listening to people and watching them in natural settings” (Spradley 
1979: 32). As DeWalt et al pointed out, one important strength of this method is that 
“researchers can discover discrepancies between what participants say”and “what 
actually does happen”(1998: 259-299). In fact, participant observation is one of the 
most important methods in existing studies of life insurance agents (Chan 2004, 
Leidner 1993). Furthermore, observational fieldwork has become “a more clearly 
recognized”and fruitful methodology within sociology (Emerson 1981), since it can 
offer researchers an interpretative framework, which not only regards “facts” as 
objective entities, but also explores the social meanings created by the interactions 
between social actors. Generally speaking, participant observation includes various 
methods such as direct observation, participation, informal interviews, and collective 
discussion (DeWalt et al 1998). 
In Xiamen, there are five main life insurance companies with about 6, 200 life
insurance agents in 2006. In order to work more efficiently, I decided to study one of 
the life insurers using the participation observation method, and then directly 
observed and interviewed the remaining four life insurance companies and their 
agents. However, when I tried to enter into one life insurance company, I was not 
allowed to study the company or contact its agents until I got help from a contact who
was a human resource manager in that life insurance company. Finally, I got into the 
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life insurance company and became one “agent trainee”. The participant observation 
undertaken in this company lasted about five weeks, and then I had ample 
opportunities to contact and observe many agents at different levels. The rapport and 
trust constructed with the agents were very helpful for my research, since I could get 
many questions’real answers from the agents. During the process, I explained to my 
respondents my research in details, and got their consent before I started to ask them 
questions.
After that, I also tried to contact the remaining four life insurance companies. 
Initially, I requested some life insurance agents to cooperate with me in my research, 
but almost all of them refused my request, and they responded that they had no time 
to talk to me if I did not want to buy their life insurance. Thus I had to talk to the 
managers and seek their help, but persuading the managers to support researchers’
studies was a difficult task. Gabriel (2000: 142) provided a very useful strategy, that is, 
"framing" the research project in ways that may interest the managers. I adopted this 
strategy, and explained my research to the managers in an attractive way: although my 
research can not solve the problem related life insurance agents directly, it can 
promote the understanding of this group and their work process in an academic way. 
Indeed, all of these life insurance companies were obsessed by life insurance agents’
high drop-out rate, and they had strong interest in knowing more about their agents’
situation. In addition, some managers expressed their worry about my future writings 
or publications which may hurt their companies’reputation, so I explained my 
research ethic to them, and promised that I would talk about the life insurance agents 
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in a general way, and I would not point out which agent from which company in my 
thesis. The strategy was effective. With the permission of the senior managers of life 
insurers, it was easy to directly observe and contact their agents in life insurance 
companies. Meanwhile, I also employed snow-ball method to seek other respondents, 
and this method proved effective in terms of finding similar cases and getting the 
respondents’trust as soon as possible.
The participant observation gave me the chance to make contact with the agents, 
and also allowed me know the jargons and get some experience of the life insurance 
agents’working. This method not only showed me a vivid and complete picture 
regarding life insurance agents and their work, but also provided me with the basis for
the follow-up study.  
Since participant observation is highly interactive, the related research ethical 
issues are very important. During my fieldwork, I followed some basic research 
principles mentioned by Spardley (1979: 34-37): get respondents’consents; protect 
participants’rights, interests’sensitivities and their privacy; do not let the participants
suffer harm from the research; do not get any benefit from participants. So, in my 
thesis, I will not reveal these participants and other respondents’names. 
Ethnographic Interviews
     To further focus the research objective, I chose to use ethnographic interviews.
Different from formal interviews, an ethnographic interview is often conducted in 
many casual and friendly interactions between informants and the ethnographer. In 
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Spradley’s words, “ethnographic interview is a particular kind of speech event”(1979: 
55), and it is similar with the friendly conversation.
According to Spardley’s (1979: 46), a good informant should meet the 
following standard and requirements: thorough enculturation, current involvement; an 
unfamiliar cultural scene, adequate time, and non-analytic. When I did participant 
observation in my fieldwork, I identified three good informants to prepare for further 
interview. All of them had lengthy careers in life insurance industry. The first 
informant is one administrative employee in a life insurance company; the second is a 
senior life insurance agent who controlled a large marketing department; the third is 
an experienced lecturer in a life insurance company. Since the three informants’stands 
are different, I could get different perspectives from them. I interviewed the three 
selected respondents after observing them.
Firstly, I asked them some descriptive questions which “aim to elicit a large 
sample of utterances in the informant’s native languages”(Spardley 1979: 85). These 
questions included: could you describe a typical life insurance agent’s work and life in 
this industry? What are the elements for a successful or qualified life insurance agent? 
What are the agents’main problems and difficulties encountered in their work? How 
do life insurers manage and train their agents? How do life insurance agents treat their 
work and related problems occurring in work? 
Secondly, I also asked some contrast questions in order to explore life insurance 
agents from a comparative perspective, including, how does the profession change life 
insurance agents’lives and themselves? Is there any difference between different life 
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insurance agents (gender, age, working experience and education level) in terms of 
commitment and working performance?
Thirdly, I asked some experience questions, since my thesis focuses on life 
insurance agents’emotions and experience at work. These questions included, when 
life insurance agents do their work, are there emotional ambivalence or conflicts? In 
which settings, life insurance agents experience the emotional ambivalence and 
conflicts? How do life insurer and the agents deal with these emotional ambivalence
or conflicts? 
In addition, during the ethnographic interview, I also concurrently asked the 
three informants to offer some examples and explanations for various problems and 
phenomena they mentioned.
Case Study and Formal Interview
In a way, participant observation and ethnographic interview provide 
researchers some clues for further in-depth study. As “a systematic inquiry into an 
event or a set of related events which aims to describe and explain the phenomenon of 
interest”(Bromley 1990:302), case study method excels at holistic research. Thus in 
my thesis, it is used to develop the typologies regarding life insurance agents’
emotional ambivalence and coping strategies with the individual as the unit of 
analysis.
Generally, case study often employs the method of formal interview to collect 
data. After I finished the participant observation and ethnographic interview, I 
29
interviewed 20 agents from the five life insurance companies studied. In most cases, 
the interview was conducted in coffee shop, McDonald or KFC from May to July of 
2006, and every interview lasted around three to four hours.
For the selection of respondents, I used purposive sampling method for assuring 
the representative characteristics. I chose four respondents in each of the five 
companies I studied (see appendix I for the respondents’background information). 
Among all of the 20 interviewees, half of them were female, and half were male; half 
of them were under 30 years old, and half were above 30; 8 interviewees received 
higher education, while the remaining did not have degree or diploma; around half of 
interviewees had worked in life insurance industry for at least two years at the point 
of interview, while the other interviewees were less experienced.
The purpose of the formal interview is to get more details on the agents’work 
and emotions. I adopted an open-ended structure in the interviews. My role here was
to encourage the respondents to talk more about their personal stories and their work. 
The agents were informed about privacy and consent was received prior to the 
interview. The respondents’real names will not appear in my thesis. The questions I 
asked in the interviews can be found in appendix II. These questions are mostly based 
on the questions I used in ethnographic interview, and they are in relation to life 
insurance agents’work and emotions. They will be useful in terms of identifying the 
different emotional ambivalence, different coping strategies and situations.
Since interviewing provided me the abundant materials and insightful 
perspectives, I could use the method of case study to validate and complete my 
30
findings from participant observation and ethnographic interview. Based on the data 
collected by formal interviews, case study in my thesis will try to provide some 
descriptive explanations on life insurance agents’emotional ambivalence and coping 
strategies. Basically, I integrated the methods of formal interviews and case study in 
my research, and followed the steps suggested by Eisenhardt: getting started, selecting 
cases, crafting instruments and protocols, entering the field, analyzing data, shaping 
hypotheses, enfolding literature, and reaching closure (Eisenhardt 1989). 
Stories and Storytelling 
Stories and storytelling are very common in many organizations (Schwartzman 
1993; Brown 2005), and thus they have been one new qualitative method in research. 
According to Gabriel, “stories open valuable windows into the emotional, political, 
and symbolic lives of organization, offering researchers a powerful instrument for 
carrying out research”(Gabriel 2000: 2). 
In life insurance companies’training class, the lecturers always offer various 
stories to the life insurance agents; some experienced life insurance agents often tell 
their new “partners”(colleagues) 22 some stories; and life insurance agents are taught 
that using various stories persuade prospective customer to buy life insurance, and 
many life insurance agents did so in their work. In my fieldwork, I collected various 
stories from life insurance agents and their workplace; and it is important to note that 
“stories make their appearance in conversations, interviews, informal discussions, and 
                                                       
22 In Chinese life insurance companies, the agents call their colleagues as ‘partner’.
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other events in a variety of ways” (Schwartzman 1993:43). I found there were 
different stories for different purposes, for example, some stories were for fun to 
relieve the working stress, and some stories were for encouragement and holding back
the frustrated life insurance agents; and some stories tried to persuade buying. In 
addition, storytelling also can be one routine activity in morning assembly in life 
insurance companies. Generally speaking, every morning from Monday to Friday, 
those agents who did very well in last few days will present their stories about success 
(how to sell life insurance to others). Storytelling has two kinds of meanings: one is a 
symbolic reward to the successful agents, because the life insurance companies give 
the agents one opportunity to speak publicly; the other is sharing successful
experience among life insurance agents.    
Quantitative Study
     In order to avoid possible bias caused by the above qualitative methods, and to 
get a wider picture about life insurance agents, I used the survey method in my study. 
However, the role of quantitative section is just supplementary, and I mainly 
employed quantitative data to support my qualitative arguments and findings. 
     In my survey, I introduced job burnout scale (Sutton 1991; Morris and Feldman 
1997; Maslach et al 2001) to evaluate life insurance agents’degree of emotional 
ambivalence. In addition, I also used self-adjustment scale (Snyder and Gangestad 
1986) and job satisfaction scale (Clark 1998; Rose 2003) to test life insurance agents’
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ability of self-adjustment and their job satisfaction level. 23 The full questionnaire 
can be found in appendix III. 
     Choosing proper sampling method is one of key factors for a successful survey. 
As for my sampling population, there were about 6, 200 life insurance agents in five 
life insurers in Xiamen in 2006.24 Because limitations of budget and time, it is 
difficult to use a simple random sampling. In order to choose a reasonable sampling 
scheme, I explored the life insurance agents’organizational structure. Generally 
speaking, the “team”is the basic structure of life insurance agents, and every team has 
one director (a secondary agent in most cases) who supervised around 10 agents 
(green hands or agents with junior qualification). Meanwhile, a “department”consists 
of some teams (ranging from 4 to 10 teams), and the head of one department generally 
holds a senior qualification. So it is reasonable to consider the multi-stage cluster 
sampling method. This was done in the following manner: at the first stage, draw 
some departments from each life insurance company using simple random sampling; 
at the second stage, choose some teams from the selected departments; finally, all 
selected teams’agents are included into the sample. Because this sampling method is 
practical and convenient, I adopted this sampling strategy in my fieldwork. The 
number of questionnaire sent out was 250 copies, and the number of returning 
effective questionnaires is 182 copies. The response rate was 72.8%, and it can be 
                                                       
23 There is few scale specially designed for studying life insurance agents. When I consulted some similar scales, I 
had to change some items according to the pre-test results and the real situation of Chinese life insurance agents. 
For more details about scale construction, please refer to Edwards AL. 1957. Techniques of Attitude Scale 
Construction. New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts.
24 Because of the highly dismission rate in life insurance industry, it is difficult to estimate how many agents one 
company really has. Here, I added various companies’inner statistics data regarding life insurance agents in the 
July of 2006.
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regarded as a good response rate according to Babbie (2000)’s standard.25 Table 2.2 
shows my sampling framework: 
Table 2.1 Sampling Framework (Multi-Stage Cluster Sampling)
Name of life insurance companies








Ping An Insurance (Group) 
Company of China, Ltd Company
2 8 48
China Life Insurance Company 
Limited
2 8 49
China Pacific Insurance (Group) 
Co., Ltd
2 8 51
Taikang Life 1 3 18
New China Life 1 3 16
Total 8 30 182
I explained my research to my respondents and tried to get their consent before 
letting them fill out the questionnaires. In order to get a high response rate and 
increase the validity of questionnaire, I conducted some fieldwork supervision
measures. Firstly, I tried to let the respondents finish the questionnaire in their 
morning assembly, so that I could explain the questionnaire and supervise them in
filling it out. For example, many agents were concerned about the use of their 
information, so I explained the academic nature of my research and the guarantee of 
anonymity. In addition, in some cases, the respondents said they were very busy, and 
would not like to finish the questionnaire in the morning assembly, so I had to give 
them the questionnaire to take back and fill. In this case, I gave these agents my 
                                                       
25 According to Babbie (2001: 256), a response rate of 70% or above is regarded as very good. Please refer to 
Babbie (2001).
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contact information, and asked them to call me when they had any problems regarding 
the questionnaire. Meanwhile, I also tried to persuade the managers and directors to 
help me, since their support was very important for the collection of questionnaires. 
Finally, the reliability analysis indicated that the above three scales’Cronbach’s 
Alphas26 are 0.761, 0.788 and 0.856, and thus the results can be used for analysis.
Secondary Data Sources
     From the above discussion about the methodology, one can see that I used at 
least four sources to collect data: the first is participant observation; the second is 
direct observation; the third is (ethnographic/formal) interview; and finally through 
the use of survey. In addition, I also used some other “unobtrusive records”(Webb et 
al 1966) in my research, such as life insurance companies’documents and files, the 
companies’statistics and reports, and official statistics regarding life insurance. I also 
used triangulation to compare and investigate collected data from different sources. 
According to Denzin (1990:592), “triangulation is the application and combination of 
several research methodologies in the study of the same phenomenon.”Yin (1989) 
also asserted that the triangulation is helpful for integrating every method’s 
advantages and overcoming bias embedded in every method. In this way, thus I could 
combine multiple observations and empirical data together to verify their reliability. 
                                                       
26 Generally speaking, the coefficientα(Cronbach's Alpha) above 0.7 is regarded as accepted and reliable, please 
refer to Allen MJ, Yen WM. 2002. Introduction to Measurement Theory. Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press.
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Limitations
It is important to note that the study design has limitations for some reasons: 
firstly, the purposive sampling in case study may have some bias due to its small 
sampling size. Hence, the typology developed in this thesis may not be complete.
Secondly, I noticed the stories’functions for life insurance agents’work and mind, 
and I assumed that all storytelling behavior in life insurers pointed to an informing, 
persuasive and/or controlling effect(s) for the audience. However, since I am not able 
to verify every story’s reliability, it is very difficult for me to identify the storytellers’
real experience and intentions. Finally, the ethnographic study and rapport with 
respondents are generally time-consuming, but with fieldwork time being limited, an 
in-depth research on life insurance agents’work and emotions was not possible. 
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Chapter Three: Agents, Organizational Management and Work Process
This chapter briefly introduces the general picture of Chinese life insurance agents. I 
will analyze life insurance companies’organizational management and structure; 
finally, I will elaborate life insurance agents’work process. 
Overview of Life Insurance Agents in China
Table 3.1 shows that the number of Chinese life insurance agents is fairly large, 
and the number of people involved in life insurance industry will be even larger if we 
take into account the high drop-out rate in life insurance industry. In the study done by 
Chan (2006), when AIA started business in Shanghai in the 1990s, it succeeded in 
attracting many young male degree holders to join life insurance industry. However, 
there were more female agents than male agents in the 1990s nationwide. Table 3.1 
shows the sex ratio of agents was 1.29 in 1999. At least two factors contributed to this 
gender difference in Chinese life insurance industry in that period. Firstly, it has 
something to do with the “human wave tactics” (人海战术) initiated by Ping An life 
insurance company in the 1990s. This strategy required life insurers to recruit huge a 
number of life insurance agents from the society as much possible as they can, and it 
resulted in the overwhelming increase in the number of sales agents in China. During 
this process, many female such as housewives became agents. Secondly, in the 1990s, 
high lay offs caused by economic transition pushed the gender difference. The survey 
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done by Rawski (1999) reported that, about 60% laid-off workers were women in 
China. The Chinese government encouraged the service industry such as life 
insurance to absorb the laid-off workers, and the life insurers in China responded to 
this appeal actively. As a result, many female laid-off workers entered the life 
insurance industry.
Table 3.1 The Composition of Life Insurance Agents in
Main Chinese Life Insurance Companies27, 1999, 2002, 2005
1999 2002 2005 
Number of Life Insurance Agents 203, 140 121, 340 164, 963
Number of Female Agents 114, 272 55, 427 80, 332
Number of Male Agents 88, 868 65, 913 84, 631
Sex Ratio of Agents (female/male) 1.29 0.84   0.95
Education Level:
               Professional School or lower     77, 655 40, 428 45, 552
                     Professional College 83, 771 45, 885 72, 741
                              Bachelor 40, 415 32, 633 41, 205
                               Master 1, 253 2, 298 3, 620
                               Doctor 46 96   101
Professional Qualification
No qualification 155, 175 66, 240 130, 418
                           Junior 28, 988 28, 653 19, 399
                        Secondary 17, 267 24, 666 13, 331
                           Senior 1, 710 1, 781 1, 815
Age Structure              
                    35 years old or younger 122, 343 55, 659 99, 704
36-45 years old  61, 503 48, 225 49, 775
46 years old or older 19, 294 20, 241 15, 484
Sources: Re-compiled the data from Chinese Insurance Yearbook of 2000, 2003, and 2006.
Although the increase in the number of life insurance agents contributed 
                                                       
27 These Chinese life insurance companies include China Life Insurance Company, The China Pacific Insurance 
Company, Ltd. Ping An Insurance Company of China, Ltd, Tai Kang Life Insurance Company, Ltd, and New 
China Life Insurance Company, Ltd. According to the data of China Insurance Regulatory Commission from 2000 
to 2006 (http://www.circ.gov.cn/Portal0/default61.htm ), all of the five insurers hold over 90% of market share on 
Chinese life insurance. 
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immensely to the expanding life insurance market in China, it also brought about 
some problems in the 1990s. Some senior managers in life insurance companies told 
me that when they recruited new agents using human wave tactics, the agents’
educational qualifications in many cases were not a consideration. Many people who 
had only primary education also came into the industry, and the low education level 
made their competency in work limited, as life insurance is a kind of financial product 
which requires the agents to have a certain level of education and a good 
understanding of revenue calculation. However, the companies attached much more 
importance to achieve the sales target, resulting in less emphasis on promoting the 
agents’financial knowledge on their products. Hence, when the agents persuaded the 
potential clients to buy life insurance, they were taught to describe the products as 
perfect, and do not discuss the products’ various limitations and exclusive 
responsibilities. This led to that clients were unable to collect the claims when they 
fell across the problem guaranteed. As a result, many clients complained that the life 
insurance companies and agents were irresponsible. In addition, the life insurance 
companies also employed part-time agents, but it was difficult for life insurers to 
manage this part of agents because of the loose connection. Some part-time agents 
thus had the chance to abuse the trust of insurers and clients, for example, in the 
training classes, a lecturer told us that some non-regular agents got the premium from 
the clients but did not transfer the money to the insurers on time; in other cases, a few 
part-time agents even took the clients’premium away, and then never showed up 
again. 
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In order to improve the image of the life insurance industry, China Insurance 
Regulatory Commission (CIRC) required that all life insurance agents must be 
registered with CIRC in 2006.28 Before one person can register as one life insurance 
agent, he or she must have senior school or equivalent education, complete the 
preliminary training provided by one life insurer, and pass the professional 
examination conducted by CIRC. Meanwhile, life insurance companies gradually 
stopped using human wave tactics and employing part-time agents, since they noticed 
that the quality of the agents must be improved. All of these measures not only 
reduced the number of life insurance agents, but also improve the educational 
qualifications of life insurance agents. From table 3.1, one can see that the number of 
life insurance agents dropped to 121, 340 in 2002 from 203, 120 in 1999, although it 
rose again to 164, 963 from 2002 to 2005. In addition, the sex ratio was changed to 
0.84 in 2002, and it was equal to 1:1 in 2005. Indeed, during that time, many part-time 
homemakers and female agents who had little education had to quit from life 
insurance industry, since they were regarded as being not qualified for becoming 
effective life insurance agents. Finally, the educational structure of life insurance 
agents also increased. From table 3.1, only 61.77% of life insurance agents received
professional college education (equivalent to polytechnic) or above in 1999. The 
number increased to 71.33% in 2005. 
Table 3.1 depicts the age structure of Chinese life insurance agents. In 2005, 35 
years old or younger sales agents are the main force. Table 3.1 also shows that in 
                                                       
28 http://www.circ.gov.cn/Portal0/InfoModule_1223/29475.htm. 
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Chinese life insurance industry, there is a very high drop out rate for the agents. The 
structure of life insurance agents’professional qualification reflects this point. In 
Chinese life insurance companies, professional qualification depends on the agents’
length of service and job performance. Generally, if one agent has worked for one life 
insurers for around three months with satisfactory performance, he or she could get 
the junior professional qualification. If the agent wants to be promoted to be a 
secondary agent, he or she must stay in life insurance industry at least one year. For a 
senior agent, a longer length of service and better job performance is needed. 
However, at the end of 1999 and 2005, those agents who do not hold any professional 
qualification (i.e. work in life insurers less than three months) constitute about 80% of 
the sales force. In other words, among 10 life insurance agents in China, only 2 of 
them have worked in life insurance industry for over three months. Thus, there is a 
pyramid structure among life insurance agents. The broad bottom of this pyramid has 
the highest drop-out rate in Chinese life insurance industry. 
The life insurance agents’low professional status is caused by: first, the 
educational qualification requirement of being a life insurance agent is low; second, in 
1990s, some irresponsible companies and many incompetent agents often misled the 
customers, and this short-sighted behavior resulted in universal social resistance and 
left people a bad impression on life insurance;29 third, the professionalism develops
slowly in life insurance industry, and the drop-out rate in this industry remains very 
high. Although the low professional prestige can be seen as one important factor 
                                                       
29 Since 1990s, many Chinese newspaper articles and academic papers regarding life insurance agents have been 
full of various criticism and negative news (see table 1.1 in the first chapter of this thesis). 
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related with life insurance agents’emotional ambivalence, there are other contributing 
factors. In the following section, I will discuss the organizational factor, i.e., how life 
insurance agents are organized and managed. 
Organizational Structure and Management
All organizational participants are embedded in the organizational structure, 
and thus the organizational structure is essential for understanding the organizational 
participants and their work. Firstly, organizational structure determines various formal 
relationships and linkages among organizational participants. Secondly, it defines the 
participants’ role, power, and order in different organizational levels. Finally, 
organizational structure also can explain various inequities and conflicts in the 
organization. In his well-known concept “bureaucracy”, Max Weber noted the close 
linkages between formal administrative structure and the rational-legal authority 
(Weber 1947). Many organizational sociologists pointed out the importance of 
formalized structure in organizational life (Scott 2003:35), but few of the existing 
studies about life insurance agents investigated the role of the organizational structure. 
Table 3.2 The Number of Life Insurance Agents in Xiamen
2003 2004 2005 200630
Number 3,650   4,850 5,762 6,200
Source: Chinese Insurance Yearbook of 2004, 2005, and 2006.
                                                       
30 The data came from the statistics of the five life insurance companies at the time of June 2006.
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Table 3.2 shows the increasing number of life insurance agents in Xiamen from 
2003 to 2006. Compared to Chan’s observation in Shanghai (Chan 2004), life 
insurance agents in Xiamen are mostly non-locals from other cities in Fujian. 
According to the five insurers’statistics, only around 30% of life insurance agents in 
Xiamen are local. One possible explanation for this composition is that, Xiamen as 
the center of Minnan culture still keeps some traditional beliefs which discourage
locals from commercializing personal relationship for profit, and thus most local 
people would not like to join life insurance industry. For example, some locals in 
Xiamen told me that, in Minnan culture, if one utilizes personal relationship to earn 
money from friends or relatives, the money would be regarded as ‘dirty’. However, 
Shanghai does not have this kind of cultural barrier, because it is a highly 
commercialized city where locals may be more open-minded to the life insurance 
industry. 
Organizational Structure of Life Insurance Company
The organizational structure in Chinese life insurance companies is a flat 
structure, and there are only two administrative levels. The marketing department, 
substantiated by the life insurance agents, is the centre of the life insurance company, 
and it orients almost all of the other departments’work and contributes to the insurers’
financial success. At the sub-company level, there is no separate administrative 
department like its parent company, but there are several administrative officers 
playing communicating role between life insurance agents and the administrative 
departments of parent company. Chinese life insurance companies divide their 
employees into two different categories: administrative staff and life insurance agents. 
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The administrative staff has labor contract with the life insurance companies, with 
relatively fixed position and salary, and they are confined by their labor contract with 
the insurer. Compared to the administrative staff, life insurance agents’population is 
much larger, but the main relation between life insurance agents and the insurer is 
agent relationship rather than employment relationship, since in most cases, there is 
no labor contract between the two parts. This fact becomes life insurers’excuse for 
not offering their agents basic salary and other benefits. 
In order to further examine the impact what life insurance companies’
management have on their life insurance agents, it is necessary to examine the 
company’s “administrative rule”regarding the agents. Since this “administrative rule”
prescribes various aspects related to life insurance agents, it is often also called “basic 
law”of life insurance agents in life insurance industry. In a way, the basic law can be 
seen as the extension of agent contract between the agents and the insurer. 
The Basic Law and Life Insurance Agents’Management
The five Chinese life insurance companies I studied have their own “basic law”, 
and they elaborated life insurance agents’qualification, organization, promotion, 
remuneration, benefits, and examination so on. Comparing against each company’s
“basic law”, I found that the five life insurance companies’basic laws are similar. 
According to the basic law of every life insurer, besides certain educational 
qualification (generally required to be senior school and above), all life insurance 
companies also require their agents to have no criminal record, pass the qualification
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test, and to provide one or two local warrantors. The basic law also prescribes the 
organization model of life insurance agents, and chart 3.1 describes the typical 
organizational structure of the agents. There are three organizational levels among life 
insurance agents: agent-team, team-department, and department-subcompany. The 
management between different levels is vertical, while the number of units at different 
levels maintains some flexibility according to the development situation. As for the 
agents’career route in life insurance company, the basic law also has specific items. It 
is interesting that different life insurance companies have different job titles, and most 
of these job titles, such as mangers and directors, are striking. Looking through the 
different job titles, I tried to summarize the life insurance agents’general career route 
in their companies (see chart 3.2). 
Chart 3.1 The Organizational Structure of Life Insurance Agents
There are two options for the agents who finish the three-month trainee period: 














chief operating manager. The main difference between the two different options is 
choosing individual or collective path. In other words, if one agent chooses to 
promote to be a client manager, that means he or she will do the work mainly based 
on individual effort; if one agent chooses a collective path, that means he or she will 
construct his or her own group, and his or her job performance is based on the group’s 
performance. Generally, for the team/client manager or above positions, every 
position has three different categories, junior, middle-level and senior. If one agent 
wants to move toward a more advanced level, he or she must satisfy strict and high 
sales targets. From team manager to department manager, or, from department 
manager to chief operating manager, the agent must control and manage a number of 
life insurance agents who are often known as his or her “downline agents”. If one 
agent can not maintain necessary sales-target and/or enough downline agents, his or 
her job position will be relegated to a lower position. If an agent’s job performance is 
bad, the agent may be asked to quit or put on a probational position. Obviously, the 
more advanced job positions, the fewer agents occupy. The working stress for the life 
insurance agents is continuous.






















The life insurance agents’income is mainly based on their commission.
However, different types of agents may enjoy different commission rates, but 
generally higher an agent’position, the higher the commission rate. For those agents 
who have down-line agents, such as team manager, department manager or chief 
operating manager, their income depends not only on their personal sales performance
but also on their down-line agents’sales performance. In most cases, the latter 
constitutes these managers’larger proportion of income. Some managers even totally 
rely on their down-line agents’sales performance. This kind of income structure looks 
like a pyramid structure: at the bottom, a lot of agent trainees and agents contribute 
most sales performance to the life insurers but only receive limited income per person; 
at the top, a few of managers enjoy considerable income from their down-line agents’
job performance. A higher position in the pyramid means more income.31 Compared 
with the managers in this pyramid structure, the client manager is one exceptional 
case, since he or she does not have down-line agents, and the income is totally based 
on his or her own job performance. However, in life insurance companies, client 
manager is not the mainstream option for the agents’career route development. Most 
life insurance agents choose to organize their own marketing team after working for 
some time.
In addition, it is also important to know the life insurers’role in the above 
pyramid. Actually, life insurance companies manage to sustain this pyramid structure, 
while they partly break the structure’s stability. For example, according to the basic 
                                                       
31 The income difference between different agents is significant. For example, based on the interviews with two of 
my respondents, one is a trainee, and the other is a team manager. The former just got around 500 RMB per month, 
while the latter got at least 5, 000 RMB per month.
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law of life insurance agents, if one agent is senior department manager, the previous 
department-team structure will be re-shaped when this manager deemed unqualified 
or chose to quit. When a team manager is promoted to be a department manager, he or 
she will end affiliated relationship with previous department manager. As a result, the 
previous department manager would not enjoy the commission part contributed by the 
team manager who has gotten promotion. In addition, for trainees, the life insurance
company will deduct some percent of commission for their sales performance during 
three-month trainee period, and the deduction part will be refunded only when the life 
insurance agents have worked in the company for some time after trainee period. 
Even for those senior agents who have served for a long time, they will lose the 
commission of continuous payment for policies, if they choose to quit. Thus, the life 
insurance companies earn a lot from the high drop-out rate, since they can save a lot 
of commission cost. Therefore, the unstable organizational structure is cost-saving 
and profitable for life insurance companies.
Finally, life insurance companies provide limited benefits to their agents in the 
form of insurance: group life insurance, group medical insurance or other type of 
insurance schemes. In addition, if agents buy life insurance for themselves, they can 
enjoy the commission discount. Although many life insurance agents complain that 
the benefit provided by the company is too little, the insurers argue that the training is 
the biggest benefit they provided to their agents. 
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Work Process
Life insurance agents’work can be divided into three parts: recruiting, training, 
and marketing. 
Recruiting
In most industries, employer is responsible for recruiting employees they need. 
However, in life insurance industry, the agent rather than life insurance company deals
with this. In other words, recruiting new agents is in life insurance agents’job scope. 
When a life insurance agent chooses an organizational path (i.e. team manager -
department manager –chief operating manager) after the trainee period, he or she is 
required to recruit enough downline agents. Life insurance companies would teach 
these agents some skills to recruit agents through various ways. In order to encourage 
recruitment of new life insurance agents, life insurance companies would provide 
limited bonus or allowance to those agents who successfully recruit some trainees. 
The recruiting cost is paid by the agents themselves, and life insurers merely provide 
necessary organizational support such as authorizing agents using company’s logo on
job advertisements.  
Because the profession of life insurance agents has a low reputation and a high 
drop-out rate, the life insurance companies have to use various measures to recruit 
agents. 
Firstly, life insurance company and agents post their job positions on local 
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job-search websites, the company’s website and/or some local newspapers, and wait 
for job applications. Since many people heard that selling life insurance is a tough job 
which does not provide a basic salary, the insurers and agents generally advertise their 
job position in a more attractive form with more attractions: the job title such as
director, lecturer, or administrative staff rather than agent trainee. When receiving 
applications, corresponding life insurance agents will call upon these applicants to 
participate in job interview. In most cases, all applicants would get the job offer. 
Secondly, some agents also choose to go to local job fair to recruit trainees. 
Generally, they pay some money to rent a table and a place in the job market, and then 
wait for the job applicants’enquiries and applications. Unlike the job titles stated on 
the websites or newspapers, the job title here is just “sales-person”. However, when 
job applicants express interests and go to their exhibition table, the agents will speak 
of various advantages and benefits provided for the trainee. For example, they might
say that the company would provide some basic salary and other benefits to their 
salesman, but in reality, agent trainees’income largely depends on the commission.
Although a few life insurers provide limited allowance to their trainees, these 
allowances are generally pegged to the trainees’sales performance. If the job seekers 
would like to join in this industry, almost all of them would get the offer. 
Thirdly, another common strategy is recruiting trainees from friends, relatives, 
classmates, neighbors, and previous clients. This method is considered as more 
effective than the above two since life insurance agents know the potential trainees 
very well. Life insurance companies often ask their agents to search for potential 
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trainees from their guanxi networks; and the agents would invite potential targets to 
attend some training classes or activities for greenhands in this industry; finally, these 
potential trainees will receive invitation to become a life insurance agent. 
     
Training
After recruitment, life insurance companies would provide intensive training for
these agents. Although life insurers claim that training is the best benefit they 
provided to their employees, the insurers still charge their agents for some training. 
From the participant observation and direct observation, I found that there are various 
training programs for different life insurance agents at different stages:
For the trainees, they will generally undergo a series of programs before 
becoming an agent trainee, including introductory courses, qualification test tutorial 
and fieldwork training. After that, the agent trainee can enter into the workplace to 
attend the daily morning assembly. 
The daily morning assembly also can be regarded as one kind of training. The 
assembly is organized by department manager with the morning exercise at the start, 
and then the agents who did very well in latest period will be asked to share their 
stories and experience with other agents. The department manager and the lecturers
also inform the agents of new information and new situations in local and national life 
insurance market. The main purpose of daily morning assembly is to maintain the 
agents’morale, and help them sell better.
Besides the daily morning assembly, agents in the process of getting promoted, 
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they may be invited to participate in some special training programs. These programs 
focus on how to improve marketing skills and sales performance, and how to develop 
their own marketing team. 
For some senior agents, the life insurance companies also provide them some 
opportunities for continuing education: they will have the chance to communicate 
with experts from other regions, or they can attend some short-period courses 
organized by the headquarters in Beijing. From a comparative perspective, it is very 
interesting to find that Chinese life insurance companies’training model is similar
with Combined Insurance in United States (Leidner 1993).
When it comes to training, lecturers’role is important. In life insurance 
companies, the lecturers belong to three different categories: firstly, some successful 
agents, especially for client managers who have good education and oral presentation,
may become full-time lecturers of the company. This kind of lecturers has labor 
contract with the life insurance company, and they are responsible for life insurance 
companies’general training programs. Similarly, these lecturers are also arranged in 
different levels such as junior, middle-level or senior. Secondly, some successful team 
managers or department managers also can become part-time lecturers, and when 
necessary, other sub-companies or departments will invite them to give some lessons 
to the agents. Thirdly, some external lecturers are often employed by life insurance 
companies, and these lecturers provide the agents special marketing training. 
The training in life insurance companies is very intensive. Generally, from a 
job seeker to an agent trainee, he or she must receive at least one-month’s intensive 
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training and pass the professional examination. From an agent trainee to a formal 
agent, there is another three month’s training under their mentors. Even for those who 
have formally become an agent, they still have to participate in some training 
programs organized by their companies. Trainings can be divided into two different 
types according to their purposes: one is for improving marketing; the other is for 
maintaining high morale. However, for some training programs whose main aim is 
improving marketing ability, keeping high morale is still integrated into the training 
by encouraging music, slogans, and small games. Leidner (1993) noticed the 
importance of “positive mental attitude”in life insurance agents’work, and Chinese 
life insurance companies also attach much importance to their agents’morale, since 
the agents experience a high level of frustration because of the highly refusal rate. 
Most importantly, life insurance companies want to infuse their agents a special work 
ideology “embedding insurance into life; embedding life into insurance”. For example, 
Chinese life insurance companies require their agents to get know new potential 
customers in all sort of circumstances, including “when they are riding on a bus or a 
subway train, dining at a restaurant, shopping in a vegetable market or a store, 
standing in line at bank”(Chan 2004). Life insurers believe that this aggressive idea is 
important for keeping agents’passion and morale, and also necessary for improving 
their productivity.
Marketing
Every agent trainee will be assigned to a mentor who is the team manager. This 
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team manager often is the one who recruits the trainee. After trainees finish initial 
training program and start work, their mentors would arrange for them to observe 
some experienced agents’work, so as to let them experience the process of selling life 
insurance to the potential clients. For life insurance agents’marketing, there is one 
standard selling process which is taught in training class, which includes the 
following steps: prospecting potential clients, asking for an appointment, the first time 
contact, visit and products presentation, answering queries, promoting buying 
decision, policy signing, and after sales. 
The first stage, prospecting potential clients, is regarded as the most important 
but also the most time-consuming thing in life insurance agents’work, and the life 
insurance companies’training introduces various methods of prospecting, including 
“Pre-existing relationship method”, “Stranger visit method”, “Referral method”, 
“Spontaneous method”32, and “Consultation method”33 so on. Life insurance agents 
are always encouraged to use their pre-existing guanxi networks to sell policies, since 
it has proven to be the most effective way. Some agents are reluctant to do so for 
various reasons. As for those agent trainees who do not have networks or contacts in 
local market, the mentor also encourages them to use “stranger visit method” to 
prospect potential clients, but this method often encounters a very high refusal rate. 
                                                       
32 Pre-existing relationship emphasizes using various social networks or “strong tie”(Mark Granovetter 1973) to 
explore the market; stranger visit method means looking for any possible market opportunities from the unfamiliar 
people; referral method asks the former or potential clients to utilize their social networks to introduce business to 
the agents; Spontaneous method refers to the effort to construct good relationship with any possible clients in 
various occasions. In general, the four methods encourage an aggressive and pushy marketing model. For the 
detailed introduction for the four methods, please see Chan CS-c. 2004. Making Insurance a Way of Life in China: 
How Culture Matters in Creating a Market. Ph.D. Northwestern University, United States -- Illinois. 
33 Consultation method is a relative new marketing strategy. With this method, the agents are supposed to be very 
professional in life insurance matters and other financial products. The agents need to choose proper time to set up 
a simple counter in proper locations, and then try to attract other people’s interest and attention to the life insurance.
This method is passive, so it is different from other active prospective methods. 
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Each prospecting method I mentioned above cannot guarantee a successful sale, 
since prospecting is just the start. For other stages of selling such as visiting clients 
and product presentation, the agents should still be very careful. Since getting the 
clients’trust is very important in the whole selling process, the life insurance 
companies always emphasize that selling life insurance is selling the agents 
themselves. The agents are required to be honest, professional, and sophisticated in
various situations. During working, the agents not only have to dress properly, but 
also need to show proper emotions to their potential clients at different selling stages. 
The following lecture I heard during my participant observation is a good illustration:
When you first approach your potential clients, you may start from your 
“sincere”compliments with a slight smile. However, when you start to 
talk life insurance with the clients, you are supposed to be considerate 
and professional. During product presentation, you may fall across
unreasonable criticism, or some unnecessary doubts, however, please 
remind of that you should be a persuasive rather than an arguer. Even if 
you win in the debate with your clients, you will probably lose the 
business… … You need to show your kindness and patient when facing 
various refusal situations… … When you close a sale and get the money, 
I know you would be very happy, but you should not laugh in front of 
your clients, since your laugh will make them feel uncomfortable, and 
then you should be serious. (Observation 3.1 May 2006) 
In addition, life insurance companies also provide their agents with detailed 
scripts or manuals regarding how to deal with various situations, for example, one life 
insurer’s manual, “The Fifty Common Excuses”, names out fifty refusal situations 
when selling life insurance, and it also provides corresponding responses to those 
refusals. The agents are required to recite the manual. However, the manual is not 
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always effective, and the refusal situation still occurs regularly. Thus when life 
insurance agents sell life insurance, the life insurance companies encourage them to 
apply various marketing techniques and follow detailed instructions; at the same time, 
they are also allowed to change standard marketing methods or processes according to 
specific situation. It is interesting that Leidner (1993:107-110) found that her 
American case also had similar script, and similarly, the American Combine Insurance 
also asked its agent trainees to memorize the text, although the agents were allowed to 
make some changes according to different selling occasions. Besides these scripts and 
manuals’application for working, the Chinese agents are taught to use different 
stories to promote sale. For example, for those people who are not used to buying life 
insurance, the agents may introduce one or two stories regarding accidents, in which 
the persons bought or did not buy life insurance. 
To sum up, the life insurance agents’work is a complex process. Their working 
hours is necessarily very long, since the agents need to spend a lot of time on 
accepting training, prospecting clients and/or downline agents, and constructing 
relationship with potential clients, etc. The ideology of “embedding life insurance into 
daily life, embedding daily life into insurance”requires the full devotion to the life 
insurance business.
Summary
This chapter gives an overview of Chinese life insurance agents and the 
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organizational and management structures in Chinese life insurance industry. This 
chapter also shows Chinese life insurance agents’recruiting, training and working 
situation. From this chapter, one can see that: life insurance agents have heavy 
working stress caused by the high sales target and the high refusal rate. Their 
professional reputation and social acceptance are very low. They invest huge time 
effort and emotions during work, but only receive limited returns in most cases. All of 
these factors inevitably cause the agents’emotional ambivalence in their working and 
personal lives. In next chapter, I will focus on particular case studies so as to discuss 
life insurance agents’emotional ambivalence at work and after work. 
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Chapter Four: Emotional Ambivalence
“Life is difficult, but one sale agent’s life is more difficult.”
A life insurance agent in Xiamen, May 2006
Sociological ambivalence, according to Robert K. Merton, “refers to incompatible 
normative expectations of attitudes, beliefs, and behavior assigned to a status or to a 
set of statuses in a society”(Merton 1976:6). Merton argued that one major source of 
psychological ambivalence is sociological ambivalence, which is widely experienced
among various professions (such as scientists and physicians), although the sources 
and extent might differ. For the profession of insurance agent, there are five 
structural sources of their emotional ambivalence.
The first structural source is seen in how all (potential) customers expect their 
agents to be professional and careful, however many life insurance agents are unable 
to master the complicated life insurance knowledge (such as the unintelligible life 
insurance contract) because of their limited education level and lack of financial 
knowledge. Life insurance companies also do not attach much importance to this 
issue, since they only care about the sales performance of life insurance agents. In 
reality, many life insurance agents just know and sell one or two life insurance 
products. Most life insurance agents are reluctant to make a deal with teachers, 
accountants and bankers, since these critical and intelligent customers often ask
questions that they are unable to answer. 
The second structural source is related with the incompatibility between “self 
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perception and positive mindset infused by life insurers”and the “low occupational 
prestige and social resistance”experienced by the agents. Life insurers always try to 
persuade the agents to believe that their work contributes significantly to the 
society’s well-being and stability, and that they are engaging in a noble-minded
profession. Yet, that fact remains that life insurance agents’professional reputation is 
very low in Chinese society, and the life insurance agents always encounter different 
forms of social resistance.
The third structural source is the contradiction between utilitarian guanxi 
networks and emotional guanxi networks. When life insurance agents continually
utilize their guanxi network to sell life insurance, their guanxi network will not be
functional in terms of providing emotional support as before, as the agents’personal 
relationship has gradually become a pure business relationship. In other words, overly 
using guanxi in selling life insurance will weaken the foundation of guanxi networks.
    The fourth structural source is a cultural conflict issue. People generally have 
an optimistic view of their lives for cultural reason (Chan 2004). However, one 
important technique used by life insurance agents is to sell “a pessimistic future to the 
customers”(Zelizer 1978). Another issue is that life insurance is regarded as a kind of 
“profane money” because it prices human values, yet life insurance agents must 
persuade their customers to believe that this kind of “profane money”is “sacred”, 
since it can provide financial support for their family or lovers after death. but, as 
Zelizer (1983:91-2) pointed out, life insurance is unable to qualify as moral substitute
for altruism and voluntary mutual aid in the eyes of society.
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     The fifth structure source has something to do with the ideology of “embedding 
insurance into daily life; embedding daily life into insurance”. It seems that life 
insurance agents enjoy great degree of job autonomy, because they are allowed to do 
whatever they want after daily morning assembly, as the only task required of them is
to just achieve the sales target. However, life insurance agents are unable to control 
their job performance because of uncertainties, and thus they have to spend all their 
time on developing business relationship or looking for business opportunities. 
Compared with life insurance agents, other kinds of workers generally enjoy limited 
autonomy because of division of labor, but their work is clearly delineated, 
consequently they have more autonomy in their lives.
In this thesis, I define emotional ambivalence as an emotional status in which 
individuals feel dissonance caused by the discrepancy between social or 
organizational rules and personal behavior or expectations. In this case, certain efforts 
or strategies are required to overcome the dissonance. Focusing on how and why life 
insurance agents’experience emotional ambivalence, this chapter tries to develop the 
typology of emotional ambivalence life insurance agents experienced at work and 
after work. Based on the previous chapter’s description regarding life insurance 
agents’work, I will mainly use case study method to elaborate the main kinds of 
emotional ambivalence I have observed. According to the above definition, I 
identified six kinds of emotional ambivalence experienced by the agents, namely, 
inauthenticity, frustration because of social resistance, stress caused by high sales 
target, awkwardness when selling life insurance within guanxi networks, upset 
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resulted from spoiled guanxi networks, and work-family conflict.
Unrealistic Expectations
The first kind of emotional ambivalence is “unrealistic expectations”which 
results from the insurers’radical training. To improve sales performance, Chinese 
life insurance companies want their agents to have very aggressive and positive work 
attitudes. For example, one senior agent I interviewed told me that,
Firstly, we try our best to recruit any possible persons as agent 
trainees, and then brainwash them (gei tamen xi nao). This is the key. 
If the brainwashing is successful, the agent trainees will have desired 
status and produce good performance; if unsuccessful, the agent 
trainees will choose to quit. (Respondent #1, June 2006)
The purpose of “brainwashing”is to agitate the agents to be active at work, 
and there are various measures to incite the agents: at the daily morning assembly, 
the music for body exercise is very dynamic; on the wall, and even on the door of 
toilet rooms, there are various encouraging slogans, like “Life insurance agent is the 
most respectable profession in the world”, and “Learn intelligently, work hard”, and 
so on. The names for every department (such as “Elites Department”) or activity 
(such as “super-star life insurance agents”) are also very vibrant. The rhythmic
applause in different organizational rituals is related with discipline and morale.
Agents are called “partner”(huoban) in the daily work, and this tries to foster a kind 
61
of brotherhood or sisterhood among the agents. Even for the agents’mobile phone 
ring tone, life insurance companies also suggested using the jingle of life insurance
companies’advertisement.
In addition, life insurance companies often use some exceptional or 
exaggerated success stories to entice life insurance agents. For example,
I previously was a journalist in another city. One time, when I 
travelled to Xiamen, I met one life insurance agent on bus, and she 
was very nice. Then she told me that life insurance industry is very 
promising, and asked me to join her team. Finally, I gave up my 
previous job, and became a life insurance agent. When I made this 
decision, almost all of persons around me thought I was crazy. 
However, after two years of hard work in this industry, I bought one 
apartment and a car in this city already. Now you can see that my 
decision is wise, since my previous job could not give me so much. 
(Observation 4.1 May 2006)
      
Indeed, the above measures and similar stories have created a high expectation
among many new agents. They expect that they will be successful in this industry and 
win other people’s respect. However, after a while, the discrepancy between 
expectation and reality generally makes agents feel unrealistic. 
Initially, after I received the training, I thought it was an easy job for 
me, and I also believed that I could do very well… … however, I found 
it is not as easy as my previous imagination, and people still resist the
life insurance and agents… … Yes, there may be some very rich agents, 
but I can not see where they are, and most of us feel it is very difficult 
to be successful in this industry… … I feel that the nice prospect 
described by the company is not real for us… …   (Respondent #13, 
June 2006)
The data from the quantitative survey reveal that, around half of the agents 
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said that their companies’daily assembly does not make them feel happy (see table 
4.1), and around 70% of the agents expressed that their companies’training is not 
useful in most cases (see table 4.2). As a result, most agents’enthusiasm for their 
work fades over time (see table 4.3).
























In other cases, because the world described by life insurance companies is 
different from some agents’previous experience and perception such that they have to 
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switch between one world (life insurance company) and the other world (real life and 
real society). Some life insurance agents are unable to stand the unrealistic 
expectation caused by this kind of switch, and thus choose to leave the industry, as the 
following case reveals:
My first days in life insurance companies were exciting, but after 
working for some time, what I heard from the company made me feel
I was detaching from the real society, since many friends around me 
said that my life in life insurance company was crazy and impractical, 
and they hoped I could be back to a normal life… … Indeed, when I 
was in the workplace, I felt well; but when I was back, I felt 
empty… … . I felt I was just living in the wealthy dream which was 
delineated by the company. (Respondent #2, May 2006)
Erickson pointed out that, “the experience of inauthenticity is rooted in 
emotional processes”(2001: 159), and those experiencing high levels of agitation 
often experience inauthenticity because of emotional and cognitive management. 
When life insurance agents’emotions become incited by life insurance companies’
radical training and requirement, their expectations toward the profession also become 
correspondingly heightened. However, as the above two cases indicate, the reality of 
difficult work often makes agents feel doubt about what life insurance companies 
trained them to expect.   
Frustration
     
     This thesis found that life insurance agents experienced frustration when they 
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encountered social resistance and lack of respect. Oakes (1990b) also found that life 
insurance agents in America also had the same problem. Based on my case study, 
there are three kinds of social resistance situations in which life insurance agents feel 
frustrated: frequent rejections, social lack of respect, and intentional isolation.
Frequent Rejection
When I was an agent trainee, my mentor asked me to visit strangers 
in an apartment block (shaolou). I went door to door, and asked if they 
needed life insurance. When I finished my task, my mentor asked me how 
many rooms I knocked. I told her the number was one hundred. And then 
she continued to ask me how many refusal cases I had. I replied, one 
hundred and one. Why was there another one? because I had refused 
myself too. I thought I should change the job. (Respondent #3, June 2006)
One day, when I asked one stranger to buy my life insurance, he 
promptly said yes to me without hesitation. But I only had this luck once 
during my two-year work… … Rejections always happen in daily work 
(zaodao jujue shi jiachangbianfan). (Respondent #13, July 2006)
Social Lack of Respect
One day last month, I tried to persuade one housewife to buy my 
life insurance, and then her son was doing homework. She replied to my 
persuasion in this way: Do not disturb me, please! Now I need to help my 
son to study. If he can not study well, then he has to sell life insurance in 
the future. That’s not what I want! ...... In another occasion, I heard 
someone said that, “one life insurance agent can make the whole family 
humiliated.”(yiren zuo baoxian, quanjia buyaolian) (Respondent #4, May 
2006)
Few customers refused us in a polite way. In many cases, the 
customers’attitude was very bad; and sometimes they even reviled us as 
cheat and rogue. (Respondent #17, June 2006)
Intentional Isolation
When we went to some office buildings to look for business, we 
could always see the sign “No Life Insurance Agents!”(xiejue baoxian 
tuixiaoyuan)… … One time, I met one office lady in a classmate’s 
wedding, and I wanted to become her friend (not for business). However, 
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after we exchanged our business cards after the banquet, she said to me 
directly: oh, sorry, I would not like to make friends with life insurance 
agents, please do not call me in future. Then I felt very frustrated. 
(Respondent #5, July 2006)
After I worked as a life insurance agent, I gradually found many 
friends purposely keep away from me… … Although I always tried to 
approach them and express my sincerity, they still thought I am a 
troublemaker rather than helper because of my profession. (Respondent 
#9, June 2006)
     One reason for the three kinds of social resistance listed above is the negative
stereotype associated with the agents (which includes being unreliable, cheating, 
disturbing, and money worshipping). The society is also full of various negative news 
regarding life insurance and the agents. Besides this, there are also different forms of 
social resistance which have other unique reasons.








As table 4.4 shows, when life insurance agents encountered rejection, most of 
them would feel frustrated. The reason for rejection, in most cases, is mainly because 
people do not think they have the need to purchase the life insurance. In chapter one, I 
discussed the historical background as to why Chinese people lacked awareness and 
interest of life insurance. In addition, the concept of life insurance also conflicts with 
some traditional beliefs in Chinese culture. For example, as Chan (2004) pointed out 
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most Chinese people believe that accidents are far away from them. Some people 
even believe that buying life insurance is a kind of bad omen. Hence, most people 
often refuse life insurance agents’solicitations.   
Secondly, lack of social respect also arose from the fact that life insurance 
agents can get the commission from selling life insurance to friends. In Chinese 
culture, this kind of behavior is deemed as improper. In Chinese tradition, jobs such as 
officers in government are regarded as respectable profession which is stable, 
comfortable and/or also has some power. Unlike this kind of ideal job, being a life 
insurance agent is not stable in terms of income and position. They always have to go 
out to find potential customers, and then solicit them for buying life insurance. 
As for the intentional isolation, to a large extent, it reflects a kind of fear or 
averseness towards many agents’endless and aggressive marketing. As the above case 
indicated, intentional isolation makes life insurance agents difficult to construct new 
relationships with strangers.  
Stress
    Life insurance companies set different sales targets for different levels of agents, 
and the sales performance is monitored and evaluated every month. This continuous
examination by life insurance companies often result in stress on life insurance agents. 
As the following agent said,
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Almost every night, I always calculate how many policies I need to 
sell for satisfying this month’s task. Only if I finish my sales target in 
advance, I could sleep well in the remaining days of that month. 
(Respondent #6, May 2006)
     Besides the monthly monitoring, life insurance companies often organized sales 
competitions which are supposed to inspire life insurance agents to achieve a higher 
target than usual within a designated period. This activity adds to the stress further. 
Table 4.5 indicates that most agents felt it was difficult to achieve their sales targets.








Actually, one important reason for the stress is because life insurance agents are 
unable to control their customers’timing of purchase, while the examination of sales 
performance is periodical. According to life insurance companies’management 
method, even though life insurance agents sell beyond the minimum requirement for 
their sales targets in one month, the surplus can not be transferred to the next month’s 
sales performance. In other words, for every month, every life insurance agent needs 
to worry about achieving their sales targets.
     Another reason is that it is easy to become downgraded from the pyramid 
structure discussed in last chapter. This is especially so for some senior agents such as 
team managers and department managers. If they are unable to maintain the whole 
68
team’s or department’s sale performance, they will be downgraded to a lower position, 
which means that their income and benefits will be reduced. So these senior life 
insurance agents are very concerned about their downline agents’sales performance, 
and they generally ask their downline agents to report their performance every week 
or even every day. This adds on downline agents’stress further. However, the 
downline agents’ sales performance remains uncontrollable because of sales
uncertainties. Furthermore, some trainee and normal agents, they often quit after 
working for some time with few commission contributions to their senior agents. 
Thus being an agent manager is generally more stressful (see table 4.6). 
Table 4.6 Views on Sales Target by Different Positions
I feel it is difficult to achieve sales targets set by the 
company
Total
Never Seldom Sometimes Often Daily
Position Trainee 0 15 20 8 5 48
.0% 31.3% 41.7% 16.7% 10.4% 100.0%
Agent 3 16 43 9 2 73
4.1% 21.9% 58.9% 12.3% 2.7% 100.0%
Junior Manager 1 5 20 5 1 32
3.1% 15.6% 62.5% 15.6% 3.1% 100.0%
Middle-level Manager 1 1 9 2 0 13
7.7% 7.7% 69.2% 15.4% .0% 100.0%
Senior Manager 0 3 1 2 0 6
.0% 50.0% 16.7% 33.3% .0% 100.0%
Department Manager 0 0 1 1 0 2
.0% .0% 50.0% 50.0% .0% 100.0%
     
Those agents who have good guanxi networks in local market seem to be less 
stressed when it comes to sales target, since the pre-existing method as mentioned in 
chapter three helped them a lot. But non-local agents face additional stress, 
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I did not have local networks that can be used… … Every week my 
manager asked me to list potential customers for prospecting, I did not 
know who would be my customers. So I had to go out to visit 
strangers in various occasions, but it was very difficult to get positive 
response. Thus I always worried about my appointed sales target for 
every month. (Respondent #3, June 2006)
Indeed, if you do not have guanxi network in local market, you’d 
better not do this job, because it will be very tough… … You have to 
consider one question, who will help you to finish your sales target 
for this month? I always feel headache for this question, as I do not 
have guanxi network in the city. (Respondent #4, May 2006)
Awkwardness
However, even for local agents, their networks would run out sooner or later. 
More importantly, many of these agents experienced emotional ambivalence when 
selling life insurance to their friends, relatives and other guanxi persons.
Guanxi (social networks) is very important in Chinese society, and life 
insurance companies realize its importance in helping agents to attain sales target. In 
life insurance companies’training, the company advocates using the pre-existing 
relationship method in life insurance agents’transactions. The trainers teach that 
almost everybody has many guanxi networks where can be used, such as relatives, 
classmates, friends, and former colleagues. Furthermore, these networks can be 
extended, from relatives to relatives’friends and other guanxi networks (referral 
method). Although this method has been proven to be very effective, many agents still 
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feel very awkward when they utilize their social networks to sell life insurance. 
Especially for new agents, they are reluctant to sell life insurance within their guanxi
networks, and most of them feel uncomfortable when they do so. As one agent trainee 
said to me, 
       
Although my director always encouraged me, I would not like to sell life 
insurance to my friends, since I do not know how to speak with them. I 
do not think most of my friends have strong desires to purchase life 
insurance. If they refuse me directly or indirectly, both they and I would 
feel awkward; if they decide to buy just because we are friends, I would 
feel that I owe them. (Respondent #7, May 2006)
Then I thought my uncle would buy life insurance from me, so I tried to 
see him. After I introduced various life insurance schemes, he said to me, 
“Sorry, now I really do not have money, so I can’t help you at this stage.”
I felt very awkward. (Respondent #12, May 2006)
Thus life insurance companies have to persuade the agents to change their 
minds on using guanxi in transaction. The following lectures I heard in my participant 
observation are a good illustration:
In the life insurance industry, if you want to succeed, you must change 
your mind about guanxi (relationship) renqing (favor) and mianzi (face).
For example, in the last three years, I successfully sold life insurance to 
many people who are related with my brother-in-law, a senior official in a
local university. However, he often complains that my success makes him 
feel in debt to those persons who have bought my life insurance. In other 
words, he thinks his friends or colleagues are helping me when they buy 
life insurance. However, I don’t think so, and I can’t think so, too. Why? 
Because if it is so, how could I return back to other people’s “renqing” 
during my rest life? In fact, I was helping those people, and told them the 
importance and benefits of the life insurance. Most people do not have the 
knowledge about life insurance, so they need us to educate them. We are 
helping them, or at least we can say that it is one mutually beneficial 
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practice. Since you have a good network, why don’t deploy it and help 
your friends and relatives? (Observation 4.2 May 2006)
If your friends or relatives do not buy life insurance but encounter a bad 
accident one day, then you will feel very regretful for not selling 
insurance to them before… … if you do not sell life insurance to them, 
they will purchase life insurance from other agents sooner or later… …
life insurance is a good thing, and good things should be shared with 
friends first. (Observation 4.3 June 2006)
Even though the above justifications might help the agents resolve their 
emotional ambivalence, they are not always effective for all life insurance agents. 
Table 4.7 shows that half of the agents said that they felt awkward when selling life 
insurance to friends or relatives. In Chinese culture, making use of friends or other 
types of social networks (guanxi) to earn money is viewed as improper and dirty, 
especially when this behavior happens regularly. However, because of life insurance 
companies’sales target, many agents have to resort to this “dirty”behavior. During 
this process, the agents inevitably experience emotional ambivalence.





The low professional prestige also makes life insurance agents feel awkward
when they are selling life insurance within guanxi networks. One of my respondents 
told me her experience when she tried to sell life insurance to her former classmate:
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After I presented various advantages and benefits, I asked my classmate 
if she has any question about the life insurance plan I designed for her. 
My classmate said, “Why do you choose to be a life insurance agent? 
You know, it is not a good job.”I felt very awkward, and did not know 
how to respond. (Respondent #8, June 2006)
     Even for agents who have gotten used to selling life insurance to their guanxi 
networks, another possible nuisance for them is their previous guanxi networks are 
spoiled because of the involvement of life insurance.
Disappointment
Generally, life insurance companies teach their agents three ways to exploit 
guanxi networks, namely, directly selling life insurance within guanxi networks, 
asking existing guanxi to recommend new potential customers, and persuading friends, 
classmates, relatives to become their downline agents. However, the
commercialization of guanxi networks brings problems to the agents’lives. Firstly, 
friendship and other intimate relationships may change from personal relationship to 
pure commercial relationship. As a result, the previous relationship is spoiled. In 
many cases, under the pressure of sales target, when life insurance agents talk to their 
friends, classmates or relatives, the main topic is always related with life insurance, 
and the main incentive is just to get some business opportunities. Oakes (1990a:107)
also pointed out in his study on American sales agents, “agents who use friends as 
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prospect violate their own friendships and debase the relation of friendship itself”. 
The following three cases provide support for the above argument.
In the past, every time I visited Xiamen, many of my friends and 
classmates would welcome me. However, when I came to this city to 
become a life insurance agent, the situation started to change. At first, 
they still came to my dormitory to visit me, but the frequency became 
fewer and fewer; and then it seemed that they would not like to see me 
any more, since they were tried of talking with a life insurance agent. 
Finally, even when I did not want to sell life insurance to them, they still 
did not answer my phone call. I felt so upset. (Respondent #9, June 
2006)
What makes me feel upset is I lost many friends after I join in this
industry… … One time, I said to one friend, “If you are my friend, you 
should help me, and buy some life insurance.”But he replied, “That has 
nothing to do with friendship. I really do not want to buy this useless 
thing.”Then I felt very sad. After that, I never contacted him, and he also 
did not call me. (Respondent #18, June 2006)
Many relatives who bought life insurance from me complained that I 
should not earn money from them, but actually I had given them some 
discount when they bought life insurance… … Now, I never visited these 
relatives, and I also would not like to sell them life insurance. 
(Respondent #11, June 2006)
The main reason for the above consequence is that “commercialization destroys
crucial social bonds”(Zelizer 1983:91) which encourage non-business altruism and 
purely personal communication. As Durkheim (1964:227-9) emphasized, any 
instrumental and commercialized imagination of social networks will hurt the bond 
which makes people live together. In China, using guanxi to do business is a very 
common strategy from the past to nowadays. However, according to my observation, 
its use has the following preconditions: at first, the both parties in guanxi networks 
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must hold different resources and have the need of exchange; second, the business 
must be mutual beneficial in short or long term; and third, the transaction should be 
roughly equal and absolutely honest. Any situation in which the transaction is 
conducted against these principles will destroy existing guanxi. Unfortunately, when 
agents sell life insurance, people in the agents’guanxi networks generally do not think 
that they have the need to buy, and thus the buyers often purchase it as favor and not 
because they view life coverage as benefit. As a result, life insurance agents’
interpersonal relationships become negatively affected, and many people in their 
previous guanxi networks start to become estrange from the agents. This kind of 
situation makes life insurance agents feel lonely and upset, since their previous guanxi 
networks no longer provide them the emotional support and other self-giving help. As 
the following case reveals,
I feel lonely, and many people can not understand my work. Even for my 
family members, relatives, and good friends, they also do not support me. 
I feel very upset. (Respondent #10, June 2006)
Work-Family Conflict
This research found that life insurance agents also experience work-family 
conflict. In my fieldwork, for example, many female agents complained that their 
husbands did not support their work, since their working time everyday is too long to 
look after their families. When I interviewed one agent, her son complained, 
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I find my mother has been changed a lot after being a life insurance 
agent: she comes back very late every day, and is always outside. Even 
for the weekend, she is still busy with her business. She spends little 
time on accompanying me, and does not cook for me and my father any 
more. I feel that, although she cared for me and my father more in the 
past, she cares for her life insurance business more at present. One time, 
my father went to another city, and then I had a fever at home, so I 
called my mom, but she told me that she was very busy, and could not 
go home immediately. In her eyes, her business is more important than 
me. (Respondent #10, June 2006)
Because life insurance agents’professional prestige is very low, it is difficult 
for them to get their family members’support and positive evaluation. To illustrate, 
here is a conversation exchange between an agent’s daughter and myself:
One time, before I interviewed one life insurance agent, I was babysitting his 
daughter (about ten years old), and then the girl assumed that I was her father’s 
colleague, so she asked me, “Uncle, why did you choose to become a life insurance 
agent? You should find a better job.”I was so surprised by her question, and I asked 
her, “Why do you think it is not a good job?”She answered me, “because the job is 
too tiring, and the income is not stable. My mother told me, if I can’t study well, I 
will have to sell life insurance in future like my father”. 
In other cases, life insurance agents’work also influences their spouses’
interpersonal communication, and affects their daily life. As one life insurance 
agent’s husband said to me, 
I feel very terrible. My wife always asks my friends and relatives to 
buy her company’s life insurance, but most of them do not have much 
interest. However, my wife still keeps asking them to buy, and thus her 
behavior offends my friends and relatives. As a result, when I call my 
friends or relatives to ask them to go out for entertainment, they always 
respond me if I am helping my wife to sell life insurance, and then hang 
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up. I ever tried to persuade my wife to give up selling life insurance to 
them, but my words did not work. Now I feel very shamed for her work 
in front of my friends and relatives, and we often quarrel for this. 
(Respondent #10, June 2006)
In addition, for some new life insurance agents, their team manager often 
encourages them to buy life insurance for themselves or families. In fact, almost all 
life insurance agents including some experienced agents (team manager or 
department manager) do so. There are three explanations for this behavior. Firstly, it 
is because of the pressure of sales target. Secondly, life insurance agents receive the 
life insurance companies’training, and hence they have a stronger insurance 
consciousness. Thirdly, life insurance agents can enjoy a premium discount, while
still gaining commission from selling insurance to themselves or families. However, 
buying life insurance often involves a lot of money, so life insurance agents’family 
members may have different opinions, especially when agents just want to finish the 
sales target while their families actually do not have enough financial budgets to buy 
life insurance. Furthermore, some of the agents’family members do not regard life 
insurance as necessity. As a result, disputes between agents and their family 
members might occur. 
My husband scolded me that I am very stupid, because I used our own 
money to buy some life insurance, and also prepaid some insurance
premium for some relatives’policies. Yes, our family is not rich, but I 
just want to use our own money to earn more money… … . If I did not 
do so, I could not finish my sales target… … (Respondent #11, June
2006)
From the above case, one can see that, because women are supposed to take 
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more of the responsibility for looking after the family, they generally experience 
more work-family conflict than men (also see table 4.8).
Table 4.8 Gender - Work-family Conflict








Gender Female 6 16 41 43 12 118
5.1% 13.6% 34.7% 36.4% 10.2% 100.0%
Male 2 9 15 30 7 63
3.2% 14.3% 23.8% 47.6% 11.1% 100.0%
Total 8 25 56 73 19 181
4.4% 13.8% 30.9% 40.3% 10.5% 100.0%
Emotional Stages and Emotional Ambivalence
This section discusses the relationship between length of service & job 
satisfaction and emotional ambivalence. As I stated in my methodology, I created “job 
satisfaction scale”and “job burnout scale”in my survey to measure the level of life 
insurance agents’emotional ambivalence and job satisfaction (see Appendix III for the 
scale questions). Table 4.9 indicates that there is a negative correlation between length
of service and job satisfaction, but emotional ambivalence does not have linear 
correlation with agents’length of service in life insurance sector.
Table 4.9 Correlation Analysis between Length of Service & Job 
Burnout/Self-adjustment/Job Satisfaction Scale34
                                                       
34
I incorporated a series of scales into the three scales from some similar studies regarding emotional labor (see 
chapter two). However, I made some changes to these scales according to the result of pretest, the reality of life 
insurance industry, and professional suggestions. In its final version, every scale was in the form of five-point 
Likert scale. For every point from “never”to “daily”or from “totally disagree”to “totally agree”(see appendix III, 
part I, II, and III), a mark from 1 to 5 is scored correspondingly. The sum of the marks for all items in a scale 












Sig. (2-tailed) .256 .973 .022
N 173 175 175
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
It is understandable that, sales agents know their jobs better and even more if 
their length of service is longer. For example, many new sales agents do not know that 
the managers can get additional commission from their downline agents’sales 
performance. The life insurance company would not reveal this until new sales agents 
have potential in constructing their own team. In a life insurance company, it is also 
prohibited to discuss different commission rates at different level of agents.
Compared with those interviewees with short career history, I noticed in my 
field work that, experienced agents having stayed longer in this industry complain
more about their job. For example, some new agents told me that they like the job 
because they could earn more if they did more (life insurers always emphasize this 
kind of “equity”to their new employees). However, some agents with longer career 
experience complained that the company is just concerned about its own interest, and 
various management measures (such as monthly evaluation of sales performance and 
organizational structure of agents) are done in favor of life insurers’benefits rather 
than life insurance agents. 
Although emotional ambivalence does not have linear correlation with agents’
length of service in life insurance sector, chart 4.1 shows length of service has 
non-linear influence on sales agents’emotional ambivalence. From chart 4.1, one also 
                                                                                                                                                              
next footnote).
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can see that self-adjustment scale is almost one constant with little change. It is 
interesting to note that job burnout curve and job satisfaction curve are almost 
concomitant to go up or go down during same length of service. According to this 
kind of characteristic and empirical evidence, I tentatively propose a four-stage model 
to describe life insurance agents’emotional experience in life insurance industry. 
Chart 4.1 Life Insurance Agents’Emotional Stages & Length of Service35
Firstly, it is the stage of “emotional learning”(0-24 months), which means that 
new agents try to accommodate themselves to their job and its emotional requirement. 
Many agents experience high-level emotional ambivalence during this 
accommodation period. Those who manage to reduce this and sell policies 
successfully stay, while the others drop out.
                                                       
35 In chart 4.1, X axis refers to the length of service, namely, 1 (0-3 months), 2 (3-12 months), 3 (12-24 months), 4 
(24-36 months), 5 (36-48 months), 6 (48-60 months), and 7 (60 months above); Y axis refers to the scale score: for 
job burnout scale, the full score is 60, and the score of 42 or above can be regarded as high job burnout level; for 
self-adjustment scale, the full score is 65, and the score of 42 or above can be regarded as the ability of 
self-adjustment is quite good; for job satisfaction scale, the full score is 80, and the score of 56 or above can be 
regarded as satisfactory.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
self-adjustment 48.404 47.148 47.846 46.950 47.125 47.500 48.347
job satisfaction 57.671 57.586 56.760 50.500 52.250 55.000 55.344



















Secondly, after 2 years, those agents who survive the initial high-level 
emotional ambivalence would enter another exit point, the stage of “emotional 
dissonance” (24-36 months). For some agents, their job satisfaction falls sharply 
because of long-term work stress. Other agents however experience less emotional 
ambivalence than ever before as some of them have gotten used to dealing with their 
work using various techniques and justifications provided by life insurance companies’
training. For those agents who are unable to cope with the stress and emotional 
ambivalence will drop out at the point.
Thirdly, one can call following stage “emotional hardening”(36-48 months). If 
agents can stay at life insurance industry for three years, generally they will have their 
own team, and thus they can earn money from their downline agents’ sales 
performance. Meanwhile, they can also earn some stable commission from the 
renewal of policies they sold out in the past three years. During this period, their job 
satisfaction starts to climb up. However, because of commercialized use of guanxi for 
three years, agents gradually find that they have ruined their previous social networks 
and blurred the boundary between job and daily life. Thus the agents will experience 
more emotional ambivalence such as work-family conflict and upsets resulted from 
spoiled guanxi networks. As a result, some agents get promotion during this stage, and 
other agents choose to quit.
The final stage is “emotional equilibrium”(48 months above). Life insurance 
agents’job satisfaction and emotional ambivalence levels do not experience drastic 
change, but job satisfaction is low and the degree of emotional ambivalence is high. 
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The survivors at this stage do not care about their emotional ambivalence as much, 
because all they are really thinking about is their money.
It is important to note that not every agent would experience the above four 
stages, since many agents do not stay in life insurance sector so long time. However, 
at every stage, different agents use different strategies to cope with emotional 
ambivalence they experienced. For agents who manage to cope, they would remain in 
this industry, while some agents who are unable to cope, they quit. 
Summary
To sum up, the work ideology of “embedding insurance into life; embedding 
life into insurance”blurs the boundary between life insurance agents’life and work, 
and thus brings about a series of emotional ambivalence. However, it is important to 
note that not every life insurance agent would experience all of the six kinds of 
emotional ambivalence, because different agents would experience different levels 
and different kinds of emotional ambivalence. Two important reasons for agents’
emotional ambivalence are worthy of highlighting here: one is that life insurance 
agents’previous guanxi networks are spoiled; the other is that social resistance makes 
life insurance agents difficult to construct new non-business guanxi networks in their 
personal lives. 
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Chapter Five: Coping Strategies
“The emotions of joy and anger are injurious to the spirit; cold and heat 
are injurious to the body. When joy and anger are without moderation, 
then cold and heat exceed all measures and life is no longer secure. Yin
and Yang should be respected to an equal extent.”(The Yellow Emperor’s 
Classic of Internal Medicine, translated by Coyle 1993: 78)
In the last chapter I investigated emotional ambivalence experienced by life insurance 
agents during both at work and after work. When life insurance agents experience
emotional ambivalence, most of them attempt to cope with ambivalence through some 
strategies. In this chapter I will discuss these coping strategies. Because one single 
coping strategy generally can be applied to different emotional ambivalence, it is hard 
for me to discuss life insurance agents’coping strategies based on the category of 
emotional ambivalence. Thus I introduce a useful framework developed by Thoits 
(1990) to analyze various coping strategies. Using this framework, I divide coping 
strategies into two different categories: behavioral strategy and cognitive strategy. 
Behavioral strategies “involve acting or avoiding some aspects of the emotional 
experience”, while cognitive strategies “focus on changing the meaning of the 
situation”(Stets and Turner 2006: 125). 
Behavioral Coping Strategies
According to the above framework, life insurance agents’behavioral coping 
strategies include hiding the profession, teamwork and collective activities, 
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consumption and doing good.
Hiding the Profession
    One simple and common behavioral strategy used by some new agents is hiding 
their profession in front of some people who might be unhappy with, and criticize or 
belittler their job. Before people join this industry, almost all of them know that life 
insurance agents do not have a good reputation. In order to avoid awkwardness or 
losing face, they would not like to let other people (even family members) know their 
occupation. 
I do not even tell my husband what I am doing now. I know he won’t 
support me to work as a life insurance agent, since my job will put him 
to shame… … .When other people ask me why I go to life insurance 
company, I just say that I want to buy life insurance, so go to the 
company to have a look. (Respondent #12, May 2006)
When some of my relatives asked me, “what are you doing in the city?”
I always told them I am working for one financial institution… … I 
would not like to tell them I am a life insurance agent, since most of 
them think it is the last choice for those people who can not survive in 
the city. (Respondent #18, June 2006)
Actually, my parents do not support me to work as a life insurance 
agent. They do not think it is a good job… … I do not tell them what I 
am doing now, because I do not want to let them down. (Respondent #3, 
June 2006)
     When I observed some preliminary training classes for the trainees, some 
trainees often told me that they actually had some better work opportunities, and they 
came to the class because they wanted to know something about life insurance. But 
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many of them finally remained in the industry after finishing the class. 
The respondent #18 is a non-local agent, so he could hide his profession better 
from his relatives in hometown. In this sense, this strategy has some positive 
implications on coping with agents’emotional ambivalence. However, for local agents 
such as respondent #12, this strategy does not help much, and sometimes it worsens
the situation. When they hide their profession, they live in the fear that other people 
would know their occupation some day. The strategy also can not work for a long 
time, because they have to use pre-existing relationship method to survive in life 
insurance companies. Hence people around the life insurance agent will know their 
profession sooner or later.     
Teamwork and Collective Activities
     Teamwork and collective activities with colleagues is one important strategy to 
deal with some kinds of emotional ambivalence. As I have discussed earlier, life 
insurance agents experience social resistance, and they are also gradually alienated 
from their previous guanxi networks because of their occupation. Thus it is very 
difficult for life insurance agents to get emotional support from both outside and 
within pre-existing relationships. As a result, they would resort to their colleagues 
who do the same work and experience same difficulties. For some new life insurance 
agents, when they feel awkward for selling life insurance to some people, they may 
ask their colleagues to work together. Thus, when they face problems or emotional 
ambivalence, their colleagues can help them and provide emotional support. 
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I can not imagine how I could survive in this industry without some 
colleagues’help. During my first three months as a life insurance agent, 
almost all my family members and relatives were against me, but my 
colleagues and directors always encouraged me, and gave me a hand 
when I felt frustration. (Respondent #11, June 2006)
Then I wanted to sell life insurance to one relative, but I did not know 
how to explain various insurance terms, and I was also stressful and 
worried about the deal was unsuccessful. Finally, one experienced 
colleagues helped me… … That was my first policy. (Respondent #14, 
June 2006) 
     The above argument is also supported by the data collected in the survey. Table 
5.1 shows that 67.8% agents said their director was responsible, and always helped
them in work. Table 5.2 indicates that 81.3% agents thought their colleagues were
very friendly. And Table 5.3 reveals that 76.3% agents agreed that they often helped
each other when someone had difficulty. These numbers reveal the importance of 
work team and colleagues to life insurance agents.
Table 5.1 My director is responsible, and always helps me in work.
Frequency Percent (%)
Totally disagree 7 3.9
A little disagree 15 8.3
Depends 36 20.0
Agree 85 47.2
Totally Agree 37 20.6
Total 180 100.0
Table 5.2 All of my colleagues are very friendly.
Frequency Percent (%)
Totally disagree 2 1.1
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A little disagree 5 2.7
Depends 27 14.8
Agree 113 62.1
Totally Agree 35 19.2
Total 182 100.0
Table 5.3 Colleagues often help each other when someone has difficulty.
Frequency Percent (%)
Totally disagree 0 0.0
A little disagree 3 1.6
Depends 40 22.0
Agree 104 57.1
Totally Agree 35 19.2
Total 182 100.0
In addition, participating in various collective activities with colleagues is also 
important to life insurance agents for relieving emotional ambivalence. Generally, this 
kind of activities is often related to physical exercises and amusement (such as 
climbing mountain, riding a bicycle and playing games). These activities provide life 
insurance agents one passage to release their emotional tension and difficulties. 
The strategy of teamwork and collective activities emphasizes the importance 
of colleagues in their work and lives. The reason, as Hochschild (1997: 282) pointed 
out, is “friends at work play an important role in emotional support”. When staying 
with their working friends, life insurance agents feel more comfortable, because their 
common emotional ambivalence allow them to bond together. 
Consumption 
Another significant behavior in coping strategies is consumption, and in most 
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cases it is used in the form of materialistic consumption. During my fieldwork, I 
found that many agents use this strategy very often, especially when they close a big 
deal. For example,
You know, the work is not easy… … Every time I got a big policy, I 
would have a dinner with some colleagues to celebrate, and then go for 
shopping… … I do not think I should treat myself too bad, and I should 
enjoy my life. (Respondent #13, June 2006) 
In effect, life insurance companies also provide agents some incentives to
consume. For example, in some marketing competitions organized by life insurers, the 
winners generally are awarded opportunities to travel. Although life insurance agents 
could exchange the tourism opportunities for cash, most winners still chose to go for 
traveling to relax. 
Last year, I got one opportunity to go Vietnam for tourism. Because of 
my excellent sales performance, the company also allowed my child 
and husband to go Vietnam with me. That was our first time to go 
abroad… … When I stood on the land of Vietnam, I felt very proud of 
myself. I thought all my efforts paid to the life insurance business are 
worthwhile… … We were very happy, and the tourism left the whole 
family a very sweet memory. (Respondent #14, June 2006) 
For China, its economic reform also brings transition from a producer society to 
a consumer society, in which, consumption “makes and maintains social relationship” 
(Douglas and Isherwood 1979: 60). Generally, consumption behavior relieves life 
insurance agents’emotional ambivalence through the following two ways: first, as the 
respondent 14# reveals, intentional consumption behavior is changing life insurance 
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agents’role from a service provider to a customer in society. The enjoyment and 
satisfaction brought by this kind of change can transfer or alleviate the emotional 
ambivalence caused by their work; second, through consumption, life insurance 
agents can provide their families with necessity, such as buying food, clothes and 
house, or even a more decent and comfortable life, such as buying electric appliance
and car. This point is often used as a good justification for life insurance agents’work 
and the “dirty money”earned.    
Bourdieu (1984[1979]) pointed out, people use different consumption patterns
to express or demonstrate their social status in society. Indeed, consumption 
highlights life insurance agents’other relatively higher social roles (such as parents 
and consumers) and obscures their low status as life insurance agents. However, 
compared with the role as a consumer, life insurance agents’working role is more 
common in their daily life, since their working time is very long as I discussed before. 
In addition, consumption requires money, but because of the pyramid structure, most 
life insurance agents are unable to afford the cost of ‘distinguished’or frequent 
consumption which could help them to deal with emotional ambivalence. Thus one 
can see that this behavior strategy’s effectiveness is just short-lived and has its
limitations.
Doing Good
     For life insurance agents, the idea of doing something good might be the most 
sophisticated behavioral strategy. In most cases, doing good is always associated with 
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business, although the intention is not always obvious, as the following agent said, 
One time, one of my potential customers was sick, and then I visited 
her in hospital almost every night. I looked after her and accompanied 
her to chat, but I never talked life insurance with her… … When she 
recovered after two months, she voluntarily proposed to buy insurance
from me. She said, I was a good person. (Respondent #14, June 2006)
In other cases, life insurance agents are involved in something related to social 
responsibility. For example, some life insurance agents register in some 
non-government organizations as a volunteer, and contribute some efforts to social 
welfare. Generally, life insurance companies encourage and often organize this type of 
activities among their agents. Besides this organized effort, some agents’independent
and spontaneous behavior also tries to help public in their own ways. Two of my 
respondents told me that, 
Many people think life insurance agents are very selfish and 
materialistic. I do not think so… … as long as I find some garbage on 
the road, I would throw them into the garbage bin… … . Whenever I go 
wherever by bus, I always offer my seat to the elders or pregnant
women… ... (Respondent #15, June 2006)
I participated in some volunteer programs in some communities, and I 
helped some disabled or old people. The feeling of helping customers 
and that of helping underclass are different. I felt very well when I 
could help those disabled persons or the elderly. This reminds me of 
that my situation is at least better than them, and I should not complain. 
(Respondent #17, July 2006)
In my survey, 92.3% agents also claimed that they often help other people who 
have difficulties (See table 5.4).
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Table 5.4 When other people have difficulties,
I would like to help and encourage them.
Frequency Percent (%)
Totally disagree 2 1.1
A little disagree 2 1.1
Depends 9 4.9
Agree 108 59.3
Totally Agree 60 33.0
Total 181 100.0
“Doing good”has two rationales: firstly, life insurance agents want to reduce 
social resistance when selling life insurance; secondly, life insurance agents want to 
fight their negative stereotype, and show the public a positive image. In a way, one 
can regard this behavioral strategy as an attempt to achieve the balance between 
market and culture. When agents earn money from the market, doing something good 
may wash cultural “stain”brought by their profession. In this case, it seems that there 
is an exchange relationship between agents and their potential customers. In other 
words, when life insurance agents sell life insurance to their clients, they are regarded 
as receivers rather than providers from a cultural perspective. When life insurance 
agents are doing something good, they are seen as providers. Both Chinese culture 
and western market ethic emphasize that receiving should be based on giving; 
otherwise, the exchange relationship will be destroyed between the social actors. 
Nevertheless, the limitation of this strategy is obvious. Life insurance agents 
need to devote much time and emotions when using this strategy where they need to 
hide their marketing intention. However, their customers’response is hard to predict, 
and public opinion is difficult to change through some life insurance agents’effort 
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during a short time. Thus their investment does not guarantee the expected return. 
    To sum up, the above four behavioral strategies are commonly found in life 
insurance agents’ work and lives. Unfortunately, employing these behavioral
strategies may trigger other emotional problems as well, for example, hiding the 
profession often brings life insurance agents stress. In most cases, the effectiveness of 
behavioral strategies is just situational and temporary. After a short time, agents 
experience emotional ambivalence again. Perhaps the most effective strategy is 
simply to withdraw from the industry, and that is what many life insurance agents did, 
This strategy significantly contributes to the high drop-out rate in this profession. 
Cognitive Coping Strategies
Compared with behavioral strategies, cognitive coping strategies are regarded as 
more influential for actors and its influence more sustaining (Stets and Turner 2006). 
In this thesis, I proposed a broad definition of cognitive strategy, that is, social actors 
define situations or things in a manner that could aid them dealing with various 
emotional ambivalence or cultural conflicts. Based on this definition, the main 
cognitive strategies used by life insurance agents in China fall into two categories: the 
first is “Ah Q”spirit (moral victory); and the second category has three sub-types that 
is based on life insurance agents’different understandings of their work. They are:
pragmatism, idealism and exchange theory.
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Ah Q Spirit (Moral Victory)
Lu Xun (1881-1936), author and philosopher in China, created a famous figure, 
“Ah Q”, in one of his novels (The True Story of Ah Q). He pointed out that the Ah Q 
spirit was one common aspect embedded in Chinese personality (Lu 2002). In reality, 
this Ah Q spirit is often used by many agents as “moral victory” to relieve their 
emotional ambivalence. In practice, there are three different forms for Ah Q spirit: (1) 
transforming external negative stimulations into positive self-evaluation, (2) debasing 
the sources of negative stimulations, and (3) exaggerating related or unrelated positive 
stimulations:
(1) Transforming External Negative Stimulations
Many people say that life insurance agents are shameless, but I think 
this kind of shamelessness reflects our professionalism. Even though 
many people do not understand our work and always resist us, we still 
try to help them. That reflects our good personality. (Observation 5.1 
June 2006)
(2) Debasing the Sources of Negative Stimulations
Indeed, some people said, life insurance agents are shameless, or life 
insurance is cheating, but I really looked down upon these underbred
and ignorant people. They will pay for their arrogance and ignorance 
some day. (Respondent #16, June 2006)
(3) Exaggerating Related/Unrelated Positive Stimulations
Selling life insurance can help me meet many successful people who 
may help me in the future career development… … Many rich people
come from life insurance industry, and many successful people also 
have the experience as a life insurance agent. It is said, if you can stay 
in life insurance companies for some time, you can stay anywhere in 
future. (Respondent #17, July 2006)
Indeed, Ah Q spirit is effective for coping with some emotional ambivalence
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with outside sources (such as frustration due to social resistance), since it can 
transform or debase some problems the agents encountered. When it came to coping
with emotional problems in work, one senior agent said,
As a life insurance agent, you really need some “Ah Q”spirit, since it 
is impossible for us to change the world and the society around us, but 
at least we can change our minds on them. (Respondent #1, June 2006)
Table 5.5 shows that, 66.2% agents felt that they could change their moods 
when they experienced negative emotions. Table 5.6 indicates that 71.3% agents 
expressed that they could maintain good moods when facing difficulties. In this sense, 
Chinese life insurance agents have good command of “Ah Q” spirit, and it is a 
common strategy used by agents for coping with emotional ambivalence. 
Table 5.5 I can get rid of bad mood quickly
Frequency Percent (%)
Totally disagree 1 0.6
A little disagree 20 11.0
Depends 39 21.5
Agree 100 55.2
Totally Agree 20 11.0
Total 180 100.0
Table 5.6 I can maintain good mood when I face difficulties
Frequency Percent (%)
Totally disagree 2 1.1
A little disagree 9 5.0
Depends 41 22.7
Agree 86 47.5
Totally Agree 43 23.8
Total 181 100.0
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However, those emotional ambivalence which mainly resulted from cultural 
factors (such as awkwardness when selling life insurance within guanxi networks), 
personal reasons (such as work-family conflict), and structural factors (such as stress 
caused by high sales target) are difficult for agents to use “Ah Q”spirit to cope with. 
Although Ah Q spirit is able to transform the external negative response, many people 
who use this strategy are unable to disregard inner negative reactions such as the 
feedback from close relationships. For example, when it comes to the emotional 
ambivalence related with guanxi networks and family, the three different forms of 
“Ah Q”spirit are unable to help agents. Firstly, if agents belittler their close friends or 
family members, they inevitably experience further emotional ambivalence. Secondly, 
life insurance agents also have difficulties in transforming negative stimulations or 
exaggerating any positive stimulation, because negative stimulations actually come 
from agents themselves, on the one hand; and it is also difficult to find any positive 
stimulation, on the other hand.    
In a way, “Ah Q” spirit is just a cognitive tactic which arises from direct 
negative stimulations. When the stimulations disappear, “Ah Q” spirit will also 
disappear.
Pragmatism
Being pragmatic is also a coping cognitive strategy. Pragmatism emphasizes the 
importance of material success in social life, and measures all kinds of ethical issues 
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according to behavior’s effectiveness. In the 1980s, pragmatism was used to justify 
China’s economic reform, as Deng Xiaoping’s Cat Theory said, “It does not matter if 
it is a yellow cat or a black cat, as long as it catches mice”(Deng 1989: 305)36.
Pragmatism receives support from social environment and organization. In Chinese 
economic reform, rationality and efficiency are supposed to be placed in the first
place (Pieke 1995). For individuals, money, as Poggi (1993) argued, has become an
institutional phenomenon dominating modern people’s lives. As a result, for life 
insurance agents who follow the idea of pragmatism, how much money they can earn 
from the market is their sole consideration. They try to ignore emotional ambivalence
caused by external sources. Table 5.7 shows that 61% agents said that they do not care 
about other people’s views so much. 
Table 5.7 I really care other people's views on me and my work
Frequency Percent (%)
Totally disagree 18 9.9
A little disagree 93 51.1
Depends 38 20.9
Agree 30 16.5
Totally Agree 3 1.6
Total 182 100.0
The idea of pragmatism is used as a justification for life insurance agents using 
guanxi networks to earn money. To agents, money can be the mediation between 
personal cost and market revenue. In other words, for those agents who believe in 
                                                       
36 This translation comes from online source of People Daily of China; please refer to the following website:
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/dengxp/vol1/text/a1400.html .
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pragmatism, commercialization of guanxi networks is “acceptable”. Even though the 
agents may encounter social resistance or offend pre-existing friends when selling life 
insurance too aggressively, they would still like to try their best to earn money. As the 
following two agents said,
If you do not have money, you will not have friends. If I lose friends 
because of earning money from them, at least I can get some money, 
and then I can use the money to make new friends. (Respondent #16, 
June 2006)
Money is the first important thing in modern society. Poverty is the 
root of evil, and everything will be better if you become rich.
(Respondent #6, May 2006)
However, pragmatism might result in more stress because of the decline of 
morality in personality. This is because agents think they are deviating from normal 
social norms. Actually, the spoiled pre-existing guanxi network is caused by the 
pursuit of pragmatism to a large extent. In some close relationships such as family and 
kin relationships, rationality still can not replace emotionality. Agents still need 
emotional support from close relationships.
In addition, because of structural constraints I discussed in previous chapters, 
only a very limited number of life insurance agents can earn a lot of money from the 
industry. Table 5.8 indicates that only 21.6% agents said they are satisfied with their 
income. Thus life insurance agents as pragmatists may encounter another dilemma.
They may find that pragmatism is not effective enough in terms of earning money. In 
that case, what do they do? 
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Table 5.8 I am satisfied with my income
Frequency Percent (%)
Totally disagree 30 16.6
A little disagree 57 31.5
Depends 55 30.4
Agree 34 18.8
Totally Agree 5 2.8
Total 182 100.0
Idealism
     For those agents who have a stronger moral conviction, an alternate strategy to
pragmatism is “idealism”. Agents who adopt this strategy believe that the selling of 
life insurance is a form of altruistic behavior, and thus they attach importance to their 
work’s contributions to other people and the whole society. These agents try to 
construct their value system according to their relationships with other people and the 
society. As the following life insurance agents said,
What drives me to join in this industry? Last year, my brother was hurt 
in a traffic accident, but he did not buy life insurance, and then the 
family spent all of our savings for my brother’s treatment… … From 
then on, I felt life insurance is very important for public, so I decided to 
join in this industry for helping other people who resist life insurance.
(Respondent #19, May 2006)
One day, I received one call from a good friend, and he said in the 
phone: “Hi, friend, I just lost one of my legs in one accident, and now I 
am still in the hospital”. I was so shocked, and went to the hospital at 
once. When I saw him in the sickbed, I cried. I regretted that, a few 
days ago, when I met him, I did not try my best to persuade him to buy 
life insurance. Now, I understand, life insurance is not useless, and it is 
real love! (Observation 5.2 June 2006) 
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Do you know the story of Yuan Yiping, the most successful life 
insurance agent in Japan? He always considers his customers, and thus 
he wins other people’s trust and respect… … We should behave like 
Yuan Yiping. (Respondent #18, June 2006) 
     These life insurance agents can better ignore many outside criticisms and resist 
other emotional ambivalence caused by their work. However, in China’s economic
transition, idealism is not commonly found compared to pragmatism among life 
insurance agents. Table 5.9 shows that only 3.8% agents reported they often care their 
work’s contributions to the society. 








     
One reason may be that life insurance companies only focus on middle-class 
and rich consumers. Many poor people in rural areas can not afford the cost of buying 
life insurance, even though they need it very much. In this sense, idealism is illusory.
Reciprocity
Another cognitive coping strategy is the exchange theory. This strategy sees life 
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insurance agents’work in terms of reciprocity. The relationship between life insurance 
agents and their clients is regarded as one kind of exchange relationship. On the one 
hand, agents provide the service and earn money from their job; on the other hand, the 
buyer can also get protection from accidents and diseases to some extent.
Indeed, we totally rely on the commissions from clients’policies, but I 
do not think we are exploiting our customers… … We give our clients 
professional suggestions on how to prepare for future uncertainties and 
risks.… It is an exchange relationship, just like other business behavior 
in the market. (Respondent #20, July 2006)
I admit that I can earn commission from selling life insurance, but the 
buyers also get the insurance coverage. Like workers in other service 
sector, we provided service, why we can not charge for our service? We 
are not doing charity. (Respondent #4, May 2006)
Reciprocity should be helpful for resolving emotional ambivalence (such as 
frustration because of social resistance and awkwardness when selling life insurance 
within guanxi networks), if potential customers are able to share the exchange 
perspective with agents. Unfortunately, this does not often happen, since many people 
do not think they need to buy life insurance because of their different perspective. The
agents’efforts are unable to guarantee success in the exchange. Thus “when payoffs 
do not exceed costs and investments and fall below standards of what is considered 
fair and just, individuals experience negative emotions”(Turner and Stets 2006: 41).
Indeed, “reciprocity”may be seen as useful only if the exchange is equitable 
and the result is mutually beneficial (Stets and Turner 2006). But in the case of life 
insurance industry, the customers actually do not think they get much payoff. In 
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emotions, it is very difficult to convince the clients that they can get payoff from
unexpected accidents. Indeed, the compensation they got from life insurance 
companies are also unable to recover what they have lost in the accidents. For more 
clients who bought non-refundable life insurance, they paid the premium but get 
nothing because there was no accident. 
Regular reciprocal exchange reduces distrust and resistance between two parties. 
A high frequency of exchange can increase the inner cohesion between social actors 
(Lawler and Yoon 1998). But in most cases, the exchange between agents and their 
clients is one-time, and the very high drop-out rate in industry also makes the 
follow-up interactions difficult.   
To sum up, reciprocity as one cognitive strategy has its weaknesses. It can not 
give agents strong support when they face emotional ambivalence.
Summary
This chapter discussed life insurance agents’behavioral strategies and cognitive 
strategies. It is important to note that different agents may adopt different strategies, 
and the different strategies can also be integrated together to cope with different 
emotional ambivalence. The boundary between behavior strategy and cognitive 
strategy is not fixed, since behavior is always related with cognition after all. For 
example, consumption as one kind of behavior strategy is linked to pragmatism which 
attaches much importance to the role of money in the society. 
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Yet, every coping strategy has its limitations. Various coping strategies might 
help life insurance agents mitigate their emotional ambivalence, but they also result in 
other emotional problems and the deviation from social norms. As a result, life 
insurance agents still remain alienated from the society and even alienated from 
themselves. 
Another important finding in this chapter is that, no matter what coping 
strategies are used, two kinds of emotional ambivalence are still difficult to eliminate: 
upset because of spoiled guanxi networks and the work-family conflict. In the 




“Men are estranged from one another as each secretly tries to make an 
instrument of the other, and in time a full circle is made; one makes an 
instrument of himself, and is estranged from it, also.”(C. Wright Mills, 
quoted from Hochschild 2003[1983]: 24)
By investigating agents’work and life in the transitional China, this study found that, 
Chinese life insurance agents experience a series of emotional ambivalence at both 
work and home. In order to cope with emotional ambivalence, life insurance agents 
turn to various behavioral and cognitive strategies. However, all of these coping 
strategies were found to be limited in terms of their effectiveness. 
The most important source of life insurance agents’dilemma lies in their work 
ideology “embedding insurance into life, embedding life into insurance”which also 
helps agents to survive in the industry. However, this work ideology results in the 
blurry boundary between work and life. Pettinger (2005:39) argued that this is a 
tendency for modern work in which “the strict division between work and non-work 
lives is unsustainable in the face of a blurring of boundaries”, as personal lives 
interfere deeply with the work life. In the case of life insurance agents, the blurred 
boundary between life and work does not bring workers liberation of work as some 
scholars believed (Shershow 2005). On the contrary, life insurance agents become 
more firmly dictated by the demand of work. This thesis found that most life 
insurance agents pay a heavy personal cost for their occupation. The agents’
pre-existing guanxi networks are adversely affected because of the aggressive
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exploitation of guanxi for business purposes. As a result, agents are gradually 
alienated from previous friends and other people in their network so that they can not 
get the emotional support from guanxi networks. Social resistance and low 
professional prestige also create difficulties for life insurance agents constructing new 
close relationship (non-business) with other people. The agents’commercial thinking 
is another obstacle when they try to get strangers’trust. Thus they are alienated from 
the society. Finally, under the stress of sales target, many life insurance agents spend
too much time on work so that they do not have enough time to perform their 
designated role in the family. The consequence is that agents are alienated from their 
family as well.
In China’s economic transition, life insurance agents marketing model was 
introduced from capitalist society. However, “the regulation of emotions is a problem 
because of the way capitalist production is organized and, in exploring the problem, to 
highlight the contradictions of emotions in the workplace”(James 1989:39). As I 
discussed in chapter five, any strategy which tries to relieve or resolve emotional 
ambivalence may trigger additional emotional problems, and the costs paid by the
agents result in an inhuman result, emotional alienation. This is an unexpected 
consequence of the rationality’s unlimited erosion into personal life and emotions.
In my thesis, emotional alienation means that the normative social ethics and 
emotional rules are distorted when life insurance agents use various strategies to cope 
with emotional ambivalence. Ironically, this thesis finds that emotional alienation can 
be viewed as “necessary”if the agents want to stay in the industry to earn money. In a 
104
way, emotional alienation can also be seen as an inevitable result of rapid-developing 
service industry in post-industrial society, and it reflects a trend in which the demand 
of commercial work penetrates into the emotional world of human being. Workers 
thus have to change their previous social ethics and emotional rules to accommodate
the work’s requirements. Compared to Marx’s alienation theory (1963[1844]), many 
Chinese life insurance agents not only lose control over their body and work, but also 
lose control over their emotional rules and ethics in order to survive in the industry. 
According to Durkheim’s theory of anomie (Durkheim 1951, 1958), emotional 
alienation can be seen as one kind of anomie which “afflicts people in certain 
occupational roles”at its micro-level, and at its macro-level, it influences “individuals’ 
specific group memberships and affects their capacity to function as responsible 
members of society”(Marks 1974: 357). With reference to Weber’s opinion (Weber 
1947), emotional alienation also can be viewed as an inhuman consequence brought 
by formal rationality in China’s economic transition.
In future, when Chinese people understand and accept life insurance better, 
Chinese life insurance agents’situation might improve. For now the situation is as 
what Ouchi described, “In much the same manner that firms were able until recently 
to pollute the air and the water without paying the costs of using up these resources, 
they (firms) continue to be able to pollute our mental health with impunity”(1979: 
36-7) .
This thesis is just an exploratory study. Further research can focus on some 
independent variables’influence on emotional ambivalence and coping strategies, 
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such as gender and marriage status. Other possible studies may include life insurance 
agents’mobility in different life insurance companies and different occupations, 
technology’s influence on life insurance agents’emotional ambivalence and coping, 
and comparative study between American agents and Chinese agents. 
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Appendix I: Background Information of Respondents (Formal Interview)
No. Gender Age Group Education Qualification Length of Service
#1 female 25-30 Bachelor 4 years
#2 male 25-30 Senior school 1 year
#3 male 30-35 Professional school Less than 1 year
#4 female 25-30 Professional school 1 year
#5 male 25-30 Diploma 2 years
#6 male 20-25 Senior school 1 year
#7 female 20-25 Diploma Less than 1 year
#8 female 20-25 Bachelor 1 year
#9 male 45-50 Bachelor 2 years
#10 female 40-45 Secondary school 1 year
#11 female 30-35 Secondary school Less than 1 year
#12 female 30-35 Senior school Less than 1 year
#13 male 25-30 Bachelor 2 year
#14 female 40-45 Secondary school 5 years
#15 male 30-35 Bachelor 4 years
#16 male 30-35 Diploma 3 years
#17 female 20-25 Professional school 1 year
#18 male 35-40 Senior school 2 years
#19 female 20-25 Secondary school 1 year
#20 male 40-45 Secondary school 4 years
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Appendix II: Main Questions Used in Formal Interview
Q1: Could you talk about your career history in life insurance industry? 
Q2: How do your family and friends regard your job? 
Q3: What’s your main reason for working as a life insurance agent? 
Q4: Have you ever considered quitting from this profession? When? Why or why not? 
Q5: How did you treat those people who did not respect of you and your job? 
Q6: How is your life in the spare-time? 
Q7: How did you deal with the relationship with your friends, relatives and colleagues? 
Q8: In your work, when and what made you feel bad or difficult? And how did you 
cope with it?
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Appendix III: Survey Questionnaire
Statement of Consent
Before you proceed to fill out the questionnaire about life insurance 
agents, please read the following statements carefully, and make sure you 
agree with them. After you sign the statement of consent, please return 
this page first, and then start to fill out the questionnaire: 
I have been informed by the investigator about what this research is and what it 
is for.
I fully understand this research’s nature and purpose. I understand this research 
is anonymous, and all data collected are only be used in the investigator’s thesis 
research.
I would like to participate in this research based on my knowledge and 
experience.
Respondents’ Signature … … … … … … … … … … .. Date… … … … … … … … … … … ..
Name (PRINT) … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … …
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Questionnaire about Life Insurance Agents
Dear Sir or Madam,
With a pure academic research purpose, the questionnaire on your 
hands is to know life insurance agents’ work and life as well as possible 
difficulties. This questionnaire is anonymous, and all data collected will 
be used ONLY in my thesis research. Thank you for your participation
and support very much!
                                                                 
Investigator: SHENG SIXIN
      Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore
                                               June 2006
Part I: Working Experience
This section wants to know your experience in work, please read every 
statement carefully, and then circle appropriate number according to your 
real experience. Please note that there is so standard or correct answer for 
every question.
Instruction：1 means “I never have this experience”; 2 means “I seldom 
have this experience”; 3 means “Sometimes I have the experience”; 4 
means “I often have the experience”; 5 means “I have the experience 
almost every day”.
In your work, do you have the following experience? never seldom sometimes often daily
a When I get up and think about the work, I feel tired 1 2 3 4 5
b The daily assembly encourages me and makes me feel happy 1 2 3 4 5
c I feel that the company’s training is not useful 1 2 3 4 5
d When I visit prospect, I feel stressful 1 2 3 4 5
e I always feel cheerful when I sell one policy 1 2 3 4 5
f When I encounter rejections from others, I feel frustrated 1 2 3 4 5
g I can manage various problems and difficulties in my work 1 2 3 4 5
Department of Sociology,
Faculty of Arts and Social 
Sciences
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never seldom sometimes often daily
h I feel it is difficult to achieve the performance requirements 1 2 3 4 5
i I feel that I am the material of life insurance agent 1 2 3 4 5
j
I no longer have the enthusiasm I had in my early working 
days
1 2 3 4 5
k My work makes me feel valuable 1 2 3 4 5
l
I gradually do not care about my work’s contributions to the 
society
1 2 3 4 5
Part II. Personal Adjustment 
This section is about your personal experience and emotions in life or 
work. Again, there is so standard or correct answer for every question.








1 2 3 4 5
a I know how to respond different persons and situation 1 2 3 4 5
b I am good at dealing with public relationship 1 2 3 4 5
c I can distinguish between my work and personal life 1 2 3 4 5
d I can get rid of bad mood quickly 1 2 3 4 5
e I can win others’ understanding, trust and respect 1 2 3 4 5
f I really care other people’s views on me and my work 1 2 3 4 5
g When I have conflict with others, I can control myself 1 2 3 4 5
h I can maintain good mood when I face difficulties 1 2 3 4 5
i Facing dilemma, I always encourage myself 1 2 3 4 5
j I can relax myself effectively when I feel tense 1 2 3 4 5
k I can disguise my bad mood in front of other people 1 2 3 4 5
l I know how to adjust my life, and I care about myself 1 2 3 4 5
m
When other people have difficulties, I would like to help
and encourage them
1 2 3 4 5
n
Do you feel awkward when selling policies to relatives and 
friends?  Yes         No
Part III. Job Satisfaction
This section is about your evaluation of your job and company. Please 
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circle appropriate number according to your real experience.








1 2 3 4 5
a My work makes me feel sense of achievement 1 2 3 4 5
b More people understand and respect my work 1 2 3 4 5
c My director is responsible, and supervise me well 1 2 3 4 5
d I get a lot from the company’s professional training 1 2 3 4 5
e All of my colleagues are very friendly 1 2 3 4 5
f Colleagues often help each other 1 2 3 4 5
g I like our company’s  atmosphere and pace 1 2 3 4 5
h I am satisfied with company’s management and rules 1 2 3 4 5
i The promotion system is reasonable and equal 1 2 3 4 5
j My promotion opportunity in the company is limited 1 2 3 4 5
k Our company’s commission rate is higher than others 1 2 3 4 5
l I am satisfied with my income 1 2 3 4 5
m I feel the company is very concern about the employees
1 2 3 4 5
n I feel my work is not stable 1 2 3 4 5
o My payment and repayment in the work is equal 1 2 3 4 5
p In the company, I have strong sense of belonging 1 2 3 4 5
Part IV. Personal Data
Based on research need, it is necessary to know some personal 
information about you. The data will be kept confidential, and just used in 
my thesis research when necessary. 
1 Gender    Male   Female
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2 Age    19 and younger
   20-24
   25-29
   30-34
   35-39
   40-44
   45-49
   50 and older
3 Marriage status    unmarried and do not have girlfriend or boyfriend
   unmarried but have girlfriend and boyfriend
  married
   divorced
   spouse past away
4 Do you have babies?   None
  Yes, I have              (how many) babies.
5 Education level    master degree and above
   bachelor degree
   professional diploma
   senior school or professional school
   junior school or below
6 Working duration in life insurance sector    3 months or shorter time
   3 months to 1 year (include 1 year)
   1 to 2 years (include 2 year)
 2 to 3 years  (include 3 year)
 3 to 4 years (include 4 year)
 4 to 5 years  (include 5 year)
 5 years or longer
7 Earnings from selling life insurance    RMB 500 
   RMB 501-1,000 
   RMB 1,001-1,500
   RMB 1,501-2,000
   RMB 2,001-2,500
   RMB 2,501-3,000
   RMB 3,001-3,500
   RMB 3,501-4,000
   RMB 4,001-4,500
   RMB 4,501-5,000
   RMB 5,001 or more
8
Income Sources  all income from selling life insurance
 mainly from selling life insurance
 about half of income from selling life insurance
 only a limited part of income from insurance
9







Before entering the life insurance industry, 
how do you familiar with Xiamen?  Know nothing about this city
 I have some relatives, friends here
 I ever worked in other industry in Xiamen
 I studied in this city from my hometown
 I am the local
Thank you for your support very much!
